“There’s Evil in the Woods”: The Function of Puritan New England as a Gothic Setting from Hawthorne’s Stories to Eggers’ The Witch (2015) by Broersen, Laura
  
 “There’s Evil in the Woods”: The Function of Puritan New England as a Gothic 
Setting from Hawthorne’s Stories to Eggers’ The Witch (2015)  
 
Laura Broersen 
S1719904 
Leiden University 
MA Thesis Literary Studies 
Supervisor: Dr. E.J. van Leeuwen 
Second Reader: Dr. L.E.M. Fikkers 
17 June 2020
 
Table of Contents 
Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 5 
Chapter 1: “Errand into the Wilderness”: Seventeenth-Century American  
Puritanism .............................................................................................................................. 12 
1.1. The Origins and Doctrines of American Puritanism .......................................................... 13 
1.2. The American Gothic ............................................................................................................. 15 
1.3. Non-Conformists ..................................................................................................................... 17 
1.4. Girard’s Scapegoating Mechanism ....................................................................................... 18 
Chapter 2: Liberty like an Iron Cage: Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Works of Historical 
Puritan Fiction ....................................................................................................................... 22 
2.1. Short Stories ............................................................................................................................. 26 
2.2. The Scarlet Letter .................................................................................................................... 33 
Chapter 3: The Salem Witch Trials as an Allegorical Vehicle in The Crucible and I, 
Tituba ....................................................................................................................................... 38 
3.1. Historical Context: The Real Salem Witch Trials .............................................................. 39 
3.2. The Symbolic Setting of the Woods in The Crucible ........................................................ 40 
3.3. The Woods and Intersectionality in I, Tituba ...................................................................... 47 
Chapter 4: “I Be the Witch of the Wood”: Gothic Landscapes and Puritanism in The 
Witch: A New England Folktale ............................................................................................ 55 
4.1. The Forest as a Symbolic Gothic Setting ............................................................................. 58 
4.2. Familial Scapegoating and Gender Politics ......................................................................... 63 
4.3. Living Deliciously: Thomasin’s Final Act of Agency ....................................................... 67 
Conclusion .............................................................................................................................. 71 
Works Cited ............................................................................................................................ 76 
 

 Broersen 5 
Introduction 
“We are not more tolerant or more valiant than the people of Salem, 
and we are just as willing to do battle with an imaginary enemy” 
― Shirley Jackson, “Letter to Young Readers” 
 
This year marks the 400th anniversary of the Mayflower’s passage to America, during which 
the first 150 Puritan settlers emigrated from Leiden to Plymouth, Massachusetts.1 During this 
passage “The Mayflower Compact” was complied by the pilgrim leaders, which is now 
known as “the first written frame of government in what is now the United States” (Foner 54). 
In search of a place where they could find what they called moral liberty, the Pilgrims aimed 
to establish what John Winthrop named “a city upon a hill” (188). This meant, as Winthrop 
told the Pilgrims, “the eyes of all people are upon us,” referring to the fact that the Pilgrims’ 
sins would be for the entire world to see and that they thus had to set an example and uphold 
their covenant with God (188). The New World would serve to “rescue England from 
godlessness and social decay” (Foner 54). Even more so, their New World would serve as an 
example and “beacon of hope” for the rest of the world (Foner 54). This utopian vision is still 
used in present-day politics in the United States and forms the foundation for the notion of 
American exceptionalism. 
After visiting America in the 1830s, Alexis de Tocqueville said: “I think I can see the 
whole destiny of America contained in the first Puritan who landed on those shores” (455). 
Despite the significant time-gap between this visit and today, Tocqueville is proved right to 
an extent in the sense that to this day, many aspects of the Pilgrims’ culture and ideals persist 
                                                   
1 First making a stop in Plymouth, England. They also passed Delfshaven in Rotterdam, The Netherlands. 
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in present-day American culture. Echoes of the seventeenth-century witch hunts, in particular, 
have not ceased to be present in American political life. Edward J. Ingebretsen points out 
there still is the invocation of witch hunts “at times of civil unrest” when there are either 
external (historical) threats or a “perceived internal, ideological threat” (54). An example is 
when recently, during his impeachment inquiries, President Trump claimed that the probe into 
the ties between his campaign and Russia was “the single greatest witch hunt in political 
history” and that he was treated even more unfairly than the accused during the Salem witch 
trials (@realDonaldTrump; Ehrlich). But as Salem’s mayor Kimberley Driscoll retorted, 
while these inquiries surely felt like a threat directed to him, Trump would never be convicted 
because of spectral evidence like the accused during the Salem witch trials, nor would it result 
in his death (qtd. in Ehrlich). Conversely, a more accurate analogy between the historical 
witch hunts and a contemporary situation would be a reference to the actions of political 
leaders such as Trump, who are exacerbating the public’s fears of immigrants (Ball). 
Historically, the witch hunts were a phenomenon that mostly hurt marginal members of 
society who were unjustly prosecuted by authority figures, not the authorities themselves. 
Therefore, as the third chapter of this thesis will demonstrate, witch hunts are a fruitful 
allegorical vehicle to critically explore the abuse of power as well as the precarious position 
of marginal members within U.S. society. 
The Puritan legacy in American culture is not limited to the witch trials. In his seminal 
study, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905), Max Weber argued that from 
the Puritan belief in predestination the Protestant work ethic emerged, which eventually 
resulted in the emergence of capitalism (Giddens xii). Indeed, Eric Luis Uhlmann et al. argue 
that their research, which compares participants from the U.S., Canada, and Britain, provides 
evidence that “contemporary Americans are implicitly influenced by traditional Puritan-
Protestant values regarding work and sex” (313). Furthermore, Matthew Hutson notes that 
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studies since the 1970s have revealed that people scoring high on a Protestant Ethic Scale, or 
similar scales, “show marked prejudice against racial minorities and the poor; hostility toward 
social welfare efforts; and, among obese women, self-denigration” (Hutson). Thus, the 
convictions and occupations of Puritan New England are by no means purely historical and 
certain aspects have both significantly shaped and persisted into contemporary American 
society. 
It is small wonder that in fictional works ideologies associated with the Puritan past 
likewise have by no means disappeared. Even when it is not used as a historical setting, works 
such as Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) and M. Night Shyamalan’s The 
Village (2004) overtly represent aspects of Puritan society in their dystopian narratives. In The 
Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood has created a dystopian world by intertwining patriarchal and 
spiritual authority, while maintaining the centrality of the family within society, all which is 
reminiscent of the theocratic Puritan government. In The Village, Shyamalan created a horror-
story from the idea that in rural America a Puritan-like society could still exist today, shielded 
from and living in fear of the twenty-first-century world that surrounded them. Thus, the 
Zeitgeist of this historical period has been used for political, moral, and social speculation in 
works of fiction. 
Shirley Jackson’s perception of the period helps explain writers’ sustained interest in 
(elements of) Puritan New England as a setting to critically reflect upon contemporary 
concerns. She describes the link between the Puritan period and her own time as follows:  
We are not more tolerant or more valiant than the people of Salem, and we are just as 
willing to do battle with an imaginary enemy . . . We have exactly the same thing to be 
afraid of--the demon in men's minds which prompts hatred and anger and fear, an 
irrational demon which shows a different face to every generation, but never gives up 
its fight to win over the world. (qtd. in Franklin 611-2) 
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In this excerpt from a letter Jackson wrote to the readers of her account of the Salem witch 
trials, she claims that the irrational fears, hatred, and anger often associated with the Puritan 
period, and in particular with the Salem witch trials, are still existent today but are manifested 
differently in every generation. In other words, the projection of fears and anxieties on a 
group of people, whether it is based on their religion, race, or gender, to create the illusion of 
a coherent and safe society, is as alive today as it was in the seventeenth century albeit in 
many a different form. 
This thesis provides an analysis of the function of seventeenth-century Puritan New 
England as a Gothic setting in key works of American fiction.2 Each of these works has a 
meticulous historical setting, which is realised through literary techniques such as specific 
historical diction to render the dialogue as similar as possible to that language of the Puritan 
settlers, or detailed reconstruction of the historical setting. This analysis will reveal that the 
historical setting in seventeenth-century Puritan New England often functions as an 
allegorical vehicle to critically reflect upon authoritarianism and the position of marginalised 
groups within American society.3 Furthermore, this thesis will demonstrate that this setting 
functions as a vehicle to explore how communities gain their stability by scapegoating those 
who fail to properly fit into society. It will be foregrounded that Robert Eggers’ film The 
Witch (2015) builds on and continues a tradition in American Gothic fiction by revealing its 
close intertextual relations to canonical works such as Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Young 
Goodman Brown” (1835) and The Scarlet Letter (1850), Arthur Miller’s The Crucible (1953), 
and Maryse Condé’s I, Tituba (1986). 
Furthermore, this thesis will reveal the fact that in each of these texts, New England’s 
                                                   
2 I, Tituba is originally written in French, but is set in New England and was written as an allegory for the 
position of black women in the U.S. and can, therefore, be fruitfully read in as an intertext of the other works. 
3 While Arthur Miller and Maryse Condé have both commented on the fact that they wrote their texts as 
allegories, Hawthorne’s and Eggers’ works are read as allegorical in this thesis but are not presumed to be 
intentionally written as such. 
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primeval forest functions as a key symbolic aspect, representing Puritan fears concerning the 
weak boundary between their civilised world and the lawless wilderness beyond. The vast 
unexplored lands of America that surrounded their settlements, combined with their theology, 
created many anxieties. In Supernatural Horror in Literature (1938), New England writer 
H.P. Lovecraft described the American woods as “vast and gloomy virgin forests in whose 
perpetual twilight all terrors might well lurk” in the Puritan imagination (104). Indeed, the 
Puritans’ world was saturated with a fear of the woods. New England minister Cotton Mather 
(1663-1728) gave the following description of the Puritan journey to this wilderness: “The 
New-Englanders are a People of God settled in those, which were once the Devil’s 
Territories” (13). Religious authorities like Mather were anxious about the wilderness in this 
new frontier, as they associated the woods with the devil and the supernatural and thought this 
lawless space could be potentially harmful and corrupt the Puritan mind. It was also a space 
associated both with the danger of the Native Americans, who did not abide by the Puritan 
rules and whom the Puritans believed to possess a “diabolical power” (Whittier 4). The woods 
were a space where societal structures were not present and where the Puritan laws did not 
penetrate, which created many perceived dangers. 
In each of the texts this thesis will analyse, the woods are more than just scenery. They 
take on an important symbolic meaning that helps develop the moral and socio-political 
questions in the narratives of the works considered. The woods will be read similarly as they 
are portrayed in William Shakespeare’s 1594 play A Midsummer Night’s Dream, where the 
forest has a central function in the narrative as a space outside the restrictions of the “sharp 
Athenian law” (1.1.162). Here, the play’s central lovers find escape in the woods from their 
society. As Laurel Moffat points out, the forest in A Midsummer Night’s Dream functions as 
“an antithesis of sorts to Athens, the place of philosophy, law, constancy and absolutes” 
(182). Moffat compares this function to Michael Foucault’s notion of heterotopia, in which 
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the woods “are real places that function ‘like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted 
utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are 
simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted’” (182). In Midsummer, “the woods serve 
as an escape from Athens, yet, simultaneously, the woods and the events occurring within 
them (namely the workings of the fairies and their effect on the imagination) have much to do 
with Athens” (Moffat 182). As this thesis will show, the function of the woods in each of the 
texts discussed is very similar because they serve as an escape from the strict law of the 
Puritan society, either negatively or positively. Significantly, everything that happens inside 
the forest is connected to this society. Therefore, in the analysis of each of the works, there 
will be a particular focus on the border between the civilised world and the natural world as 
this is one of the crucial aspects of the Puritan anxieties in each of the texts discussed in this 
thesis. 
The first chapter provides a critical framework in the form of an analysis of the 
historical period of seventeenth-century Puritan New England to make possible a proper 
understanding of how this period is portrayed in the works and how this period was essential 
in the formation of the American Gothic. It will also discuss René Girard’s theory of the 
scapegoating mechanism because this phenomenon is an important aspect in each text, either 
on a moral, political or social level. 
The second chapter will provide an analysis of the critical reflection upon 
authoritarianism and inclusion versus exclusion in society in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The 
Gentle Boy,” “The May-pole of Merry Mount,” “Young Goodman Brown,” and The Scarlet 
Letter. These works also reflect predicaments of Hawthorne’s own time such as revolutions, 
women’s rights discussions, and Transcendentalist thought. The setting of the woods as space 
plays a prominent role in each of the narratives’ critical exploration of these contemporary 
topics. 
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The third chapter will present an analysis of two novels in which the Salem witch 
trials of 1692 and 1693 are used as an allegorical vehicle to critically explore contemporary 
concerns: Arthur Miller’s The Crucible (1953) and Maryse Condé’s I, Tituba, Black Witch of 
Salem (1986). The Crucible might be the most thoroughly analysed example with its 
allegorical approach to the “witch hunt” of 1950s McCarthyism in America. However, the 
centrality of the function of the woods is an aspect that many critics have overlooked, which 
this thesis will emphasise. I, Tituba builds on this tradition of a socio-political allegory in 
which both the historical period and the woods play a central role in its critical approach. The 
novel conveys a critique of racism, sexism, and class disparity in contemporary American 
society, which will be read through the theoretical framework of intersectionality. 
Finally, the last chapter provides an analysis of Robert Eggers’ The Witch (2015), 
which serves as the most recent example of a work of American Gothic fiction set in 
seventeenth-century Puritan New England. The Witch builds on the literary tradition set by 
earlier works of historical fiction set in this specific period because the film’s central 
concerns, such as the act of scapegoating, women’s position in society, and humanity’s 
relationship with nature, can be linked to similar questions in contemporary times. Like in the 
previous works discussed, the liminal space of the woods plays a central role in this approach.
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Chapter 1: “Errand into the Wilderness”: Seventeenth-Century 
American Puritanism 
 
Unclean, Unclean: My Lord, Undone, all vile 
Yea all Defiled: What shall Thy Servant do? 
Unfit for thee: not fit for holy Soil, 
Nor for Communion of Saints below. 
A bag of botches, Lump of Loathsomeness: 
Defiled by Touch, by Issue: Leproused flesh. 
― Edward Taylor, “Mediation 26 (Second Series)”  
 
Edward Taylor, a Puritan settler, minister, and poet who arrived in the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony in 1668, accurately conveys both the convictions and anxieties of Puritan society in 
the excerpt above from his poem titled “Mediation 26, Second Series.” Adjectives used such 
as “unclean,” “vile,” and “leproused” reflect the harsh reality Puritans faced in their everyday 
life. They had a constant feeling of unworthiness and believed to possess inherent sinfulness – 
a conviction that derives from the Calvinist doctrines they adhered to, which will be discussed 
in greater detail below. Taylor’s grotesque descriptions of the human physique make it little 
surprising that this historical period is a felicitous setting for Gothic fictions. Not only the 
Puritans’ beliefs of humanity’s sinful and deplorable nature, but also the general “harshness of 
Puritan reality” is what Davenport-Hines names the “imaginative source for the best 
American gothic fiction” such as in the works of Charles Brockden Brown, Nathaniel 
Hawthorne, and William Faulkner (272). Hence, it is not surprising that Puritan New England 
has frequently been used as a historical setting in American Gothic fictions. 
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To develop the analysis of the historical setting in Puritan New England as a vehicle to 
critically explore broader, contemporary implications, this chapter will first provide an 
analysis of the key aspects of the historical period of seventeenth-century Puritan New 
England. This analysis will include the theological history of Puritan beliefs, anxieties, and 
the historical context and how this connects to the American Gothic as a genre. Thereafter, 
this chapter provides an analysis of René Girard’s scapegoat theory. This theory is relevant in 
the analysis of works set in the Puritan era because it helps to explain historical acts 
scapegoating. But the theory also proves useful in the analysis of how these works critically 
reflect on contemporary forms of scapegoating. 
 
The Origins and Doctrines of American Puritanism 
During the sixteenth century in the west, the Christian church was subjected to renewal and 
reform, which resulted in a schism. A single church splintered into “a world divided between 
Catholics and Protestants,” who among themselves likewise did not agree on one version of 
“true religion” (Hall 1). The Puritan religious movement arose in the sixteenth century in 
England. Their history can be traced back to Martin Luther and the beginning of the 
Protestation Reformation in 1517. Luther was critical of the Catholic Church’s selling of 
indulgences and insisted that the Pope had no authority over the purgatory. In 1534, Henry 
VIII broke with the pope and established the Church of England, which followed many of 
Luther’s ideas. However, during the sixteenth and seventeenth century, there was a group of 
Protestants who believed the Church of England had not significantly reformed itself. They 
sought to rid it of its Roman Catholic practices and by this means to “purify” the church. The 
term Puritanism at first was a term used by the opposition to “ridicule” them (Foner 53). 
Puritanism thus did not emerge “as a distinct faith” but rather “as a reform movement within 
the Protestant Church of England” (Bremer, Puritanism 4). The common conviction among 
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the Puritan reformers was that too many elements of Catholicism remained, such as “elaborate 
church ceremonies” and “ornate church decorations” (Foner 53). Many Puritans named 
Congregationalists believed the hierarchical structure within the church, starting with the pope 
or king, should make room for “independent local congregations” (Foner 53). Besides, 
Puritans believed people themselves should seek truth and knowledge through studying the 
Bible and listening to sermons by educated ministers instead of a priest’s “formulaic prayers” 
(Foner 53). Furthermore, as David D. Hall points out, the Puritans insisted that the Bible was 
the law (2). The result is a theocratic government, which also creates the ground for 
authoritarianism because questioning the authorities would also mean questioning God. 
Puritans largely followed the religious doctrines of Swiss theologian John Calvin. The 
Calvinist beliefs are grounded in the three primary religious doctrines. Firstly, the belief in 
original sin inherited from Adam: “In Adam’s fall, we sinned all” (Bremer, Puritanism 37). 
Secondly, predestination, which means they believed they were predestined at birth to 
whether they belonged the elect who would go to heaven: “All Puritans accepted that they 
were sinners who deserved damnation for their transgressions against God’s law, yet hoped 
that they were among those whom God had elected for salvation” (Bremer, “The Puritan 
Experiment” 134). Finally, they believed in saving grace and election which refers “to God’s 
favor and Puritanism mercy, which he gave freely to the elect” (Bremer, Puritanism 40-1). 
However, in the early seventeenth century, several theologians “argued that God not only 
offered saving grace to the elect but gave them the ability to perform covenantal obligations 
of faith, repentance, and obedience” (Bremer, Puritanism 41). This doctrine does not 
necessarily give the people agency in the sense that they can alter their ultimate fate, but it 
does provide them with a motivation for devotional practice. 
There were two distinct groups of non-conforming English Protestants: Separatists and 
Non-Separatists. The Separatists were the Pilgrims who first migrated to America and settled 
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the Plymouth colony. Many of the Separatists were against the idea of a national church, such 
as Henry VIII had established after breaking with the Pope (Levine 129). Separating oneself 
from this Church of England, however, was an act of treason by English law and many 
Separatists were prosecuted in their native land. As a result, a great part of the Separatists 
settled in Leiden between 1609 and 1620, after which they migrated to the Plymouth Colony 
in New England by crossing the ocean on the Mayflower. Among them was their governor 
William Bradford (1590-1657), whose Of Plymouth Plantation was “the first sustained 
treatment of New England’s early history” (Levine 129). Initially, the Non-Separatists did not 
separate themselves from the Anglican church and remained in England to reform the church 
from home. However, after an increase in persecution in England they followed the example 
of those like Bradford and migrated to New England during what is known as the Great 
Migration. Another reason behind this sudden increase in migration was the founding of the 
Massachusetts Bay Company in 1629, through which “a group of London merchants” who 
“hoped to further the puritan cause” but also aimed to trade with the Native Americans (Foner 
55). The draw was thus both religious and economic. The Great Migration took place from 
1629 until 1642, during which approximately 21.000 settlers crossed the ocean, of which the 
greatest part were Puritans. Most of them settled in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Among 
them was a wealthy Puritan landowner from Suffolk named John Winthrop, who organised 
the first wave of the Great Migration (Rohrer 24). His vision of a city upon a hill greatly 
influenced New England’s colonial development. 
 
The American Gothic 
To establish their community, the Puritan settlers had to build a new life and establish a new 
society within the wilderness of the American continent. They had to accomplish all this with 
many dangers facing them from the outside and few securities concerning their political 
 Broersen 16 
status. Anxieties facing the settlers include “the frontier experience with its inherent solitude 
and potential violence,” concerns “of European subversion and anxieties about popular 
democracy which was then a new experiment; the relative absence of developed ‘society’; 
and very significantly, racial issues concerning both slavery and the Native Americans” 
(Lloyd Smith 4). These “unique cultural pressures led American to the Gothic as an 
expression of their very different conditions” and Lloyd Smith contends that the American 
experience can be seen as inherently Gothic “religious intensities, frontier immensities, 
isolation, and violence” and “the shadows cast by slavery and racial attitudes” (4; 25). 
Considering that trademarks of the Gothic genre include “extreme circumstances of terror, 
oppression and persecution, darkness and obscurity of setting, and innocence betrayed” 
American and especially Puritan experience can indeed be understood as Gothic (Lloyd Smith 
4). Hence, the Puritan period was also essential in the formation of the American Gothic. 
In Gothic texts, the setting of the woods is under analysed in comparison with settings 
in various edifices such as castles or haunted houses. However, especially in American 
Gothic, the woods are a crucial symbolic setting. Alfred Bendixen points out that the wood is 
“older than any European castle: the primeval forest has greater mystery, darker shadows, and 
more antiquity than any aristocratic ruin, making it an appropriate spot for a ‘picturesque and 
gloomy wrong’” (322). Additionally, Elizabeth Jane Wall Hinds argues that associations with 
the forest such as “Indians/animals/witches blend together in the Puritan gothic imagination” 
(131). Because of both superstitious anxieties and the real threats facing from the outside in 
the form of violent encounters with Native Americans, many Puritans feared the woods. 
Jeffrey Andrew Weinstock adds that “issues of race and ethnicity, the American literary 
tradition has also used the Gothic mode as a means to reflect on anxiety, discrimination, and 
disempowerment related to other forms of social otherness including sexual difference, 
sexuality, and class” (10). In the works discussed in this thesis, the idea of social otherness 
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and the anxieties of the woods – arguably the two key aspects of American Gothic – are 
intertwined. 
 
Non-Conformists 
Additional factors that likely attributed to the increasing the tensions within the community 
include the tensions between Puritan England and Catholic France and rumours of war, heavy 
taxes, pirate attacks, Quakerism, and the fact that there were “three times as many . . . secular 
settlers as were Separatist Puritans” (Levine 13). This means not all settlers shared the 
Puritans’ convictions. However, there was also discord between the Puritan believers. One of 
the first large political and religious crises the Puritan community in New England faced was 
the Antinomian Controversy in 1636 until 1638. In Massachusetts Bay Colony, Anne 
Hutchinson had religious convictions which strived with the established Puritan clergy in 
Boston. As Alan Heimert and Andrew Delbanco contend, Anne Hutchinson did not aim at 
“civil insurrection” nor to “insult authority” but instead she felt that preaching and devotion 
had become mechanical and “a series of obligations with social rewards” (155). Eventually, 
she and many of her supporters were banished from the colony. Her prosecution is an 
example of how the Puritan authorities responded to anyone by whom they felt threatened. 
Shortly before the Antinomian controversy broke out, another non-conformist had 
been banished from the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Roger Williams was a minister and 
theologian who had openly expressed criticism of the theocracy in Puritan society. He 
advocated for the separation of church and state, as well as an increase in religious freedom. 
Furthermore, he attempted to reconcile the settlers and the Native Americans. As Jack L. 
Davis contends, Williams’ rhetoric often included the remark that while Native Americans 
“appear to lack civilization and Christianity, in actuality their culture is imbued with more 
civility and Christ-like spirit than European civilization” (596). Eventually, Williams was 
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banished from the Massachusetts Bay Colony by the Puritan authorities for his radical ideas. 
His story shows that anyone who did not adhere to the Puritan authorities’ doctrines could 
become a scapegoat. Williams himself was a minister, at Salem, and had relative power. Yet 
he still became the scapegoat of the community because he held different views concerning 
the religious and secular government of the colony. In 1636, Williams established his own 
community at Providence, Rhode Island. The stories of these two famous historical non-
conformists, Hutchinson and Williams, demonstrate that religious conflicts leading to 
scapegoating and banishment were an important aspect of Puritan society. 
 
Girard’s Scapegoating Mechanism 
Puritan society turned to scapegoating in order to cope with all the hardships of life on the 
edge of the wilderness of the American east coast, which is also a thematic element of each of 
the narratives studied in this thesis. As a result of contemporary anxieties and adversity, 
communities can feel the need to scapegoat to construct a sense of coherence and safety by 
having a clear “evil” object as target. This offers a community psychological relief from an 
otherwise stressful period. Insight in the scapegoating mechanism will not only aid in the 
explanation of Puritan-era scapegoating but will furthermore show that this process is 
transhistorical. Each of the texts that will be discussed contains an element of scapegoating 
that not only is relevant within the fictional historical setting, but also to the contemporary 
period in which the work was published or released. 
 The expression of the scapegoat mechanism was first coined by Kenneth Burke, a 
literary critic and philosopher who described this mechanism in his work Permanence and 
Change (1935). According to Alan Bernard McGill, this term derives from the Old 
Testament: in Leviticus 6:10, a goat is envisaged as “being cast into the wilderness each year, 
vicariously, and involuntarily, bearing the sins of the people of Israel” (411). This idea was 
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developed to a greater extent by literary critic, philosopher, anthropologist, and historian René 
Girard into the scapegoating theory that is most extensively discussed in his work The 
Scapegoat (1987). Girard’s earlier work includes his mimetic theory, in which he contends 
that one’s desires “are mediated by a model . . . after whom we pattern our desires” (Redekop 
and Ryba 3). The value “object of desire,” whether concrete or abstract, is based on “the 
degree to which it is desired by our model” (Redekop and Ryba 3). As explained below, 
Girard’s scapegoating theory builds on this mimetic theory. 
Girard contends that the ritual violence of scapegoating is used to create a civilised 
order within society and is “a means of managing a cultural crisis” (Goodhart 1). In this 
process, one individual is singled out from the group and seen as the cause of the problem or 
trouble. This individual is then banished or killed, providing the group with psychological 
relief. Girard, for example, contends that the crucifixion of Jesus was a form of scapegoating 
in which “one [is] killed for the sake of the community” (Redekop and Ryba 5). Key in the 
development of his theory was that in “the Christian Passion narrative” but also with other 
biblical victims such as Job, there is an emphasis on the innocence of the scapegoat towards 
whom the violence is directed (Redekop and Ryba 5-6). Here, mimetic theory becomes 
relevant: when the “mimetic desire becomes intense, it could lead to violence which in turn 
would be reciprocated” (Redekop and Ryba 6). The conundrum Girard then faced was the 
question of why this did not result in the self-destruction of humanity. The solution he came 
up with was that during such a “mimetic crisis” community member can transfer their 
“mimetic frustrations onto a single victim who could be killed” (Redekop and Ryba 6). 
Pragmatically, the victimisation of one person, resulting in transferring the community’s 
frustrations onto just one individual, is favourable over the destruction of the entire 
community. 
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According to Girard, a scapegoat can be categorised according to certain traits and 
qualities. They are generally individuals who have “a unique blend of identifying with the 
community, yet being different” (Redekop and Ryba 6). They are “powerful enough to have 
caused a crisis” but at the same time “weak enough to be vulnerable” (Redekop and Ryba 6). 
More importantly, the individual is “perceived to have done something illegitimate, while 
being innocent of anything that would have justified their death” (Redekop and Ryba 6). As 
this thesis will illustrate, the individual does not necessarily have to be killed to be a 
scapegoat: it could also signify another form of punishment, such as the infamous “A” Hester 
has to wear on her chest as punishment for adultery in The Scarlet Letter. Furthermore, this 
thesis will illustrate that scapegoating can also occur on a smaller scale, as in The Witch, in 
which the eldest daughter Thomasin is made the scapegoat by her family after their son’s 
disappearance. 
 
Conclusion 
In The Undiscovered Self (1958), C.G. Jung contends that historically “in times of physical, 
political, economic and spiritual distress . . . men’s eyes turn with anxious hope to the future” 
which make “anticipations, utopias and apocalyptic visions multiply” (Jung 3). The Pilgrims 
emigrated to America with such a utopian vision at a time of a combined political and 
spiritual distress: they wanted to create a modern utopia in their city upon a hill. However, as 
this chapter illustrates, while the Puritans left England to escape religious persecution they 
found themselves instead in a New World where their society was also based on religious 
intolerance. This resulted in a restrictive society where there was no clear boundary between 
the religion and government, which blurred the boundary between divine and local authority.  
This more negative image, in which the people were superstitious, scared, and filled 
with anger, is an image people might generally think of when imagining the Puritan past of 
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the U.S. It is not fair to only stress the negative aspects of their culture; the Puritans lived in a 
tumultuous period during which they tried to build a new way of life they believed to be the 
right way, without any certainties. Furthermore, as S. Scott Rohrer points out, a large part of 
the Puritans sought to save the Church of England rather than to abandon it, as they truly 
believed their way of devotion to be right (20). However, in works of fiction that use this 
period as a historical setting, the oppressive aspects of Puritan daily life, as well as the times’ 
religious and political discords, are often brought to the fore, as dark, Gothic elements that 
critically reflect upon distress in its own period – whether on a political, social, spiritual, or 
moral level. By doing so, instead of creating a futuristic, dystopian world, the writer or creator 
travels back in time to the beginning of the U.S. as a new country, perhaps as the root of the 
contemporary problem they wish to explore. 
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Chapter 2: Liberty like an Iron Cage: Nathaniel Hawthorne’s Works of 
Historical Puritan Fiction 
 
“[. . .] How like an iron cage was that which they called Liberty” 
― Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Main-Street” 
 
Several of Hawthorne’s most important works of fiction are set in seventeenth-century Puritan 
New England, such as The Scarlet Letter and” Young Goodman Brown.” Even The House of 
the Seven Gables, which is set in Hawthorne’s own time, refers to Puritan history and its 
legacy. Hawthorne’s great-great-grandfather, John Hathorne, was one of the judges whose 
decisions resulted in the wrongful conviction of numerous people during the infamous Salem 
witch trials in 1692.4 Consequently, Milton R. Stern argues, family for Hawthorne always 
seemed joined with “guilt and retribution” (xix). It is little surprising, therefore, that 
Hawthorne was occupied with Puritan history and regularly featured this period as a setting in 
his works. Even more so, Hawthorne’s “aversion to the solid, ruthless old Puritan forebears” 
of John Hathorne is reflected in the characterization in various of his works (Stern xx). 
Examples are Colonel Pyncheon and Jaffrey Pyncheon in The House of the Seven Gables and 
the ancestral spirits in The Scarlet Letter’s preface “The Custom House.” This suggests that 
his family’s past very much persisted in the present for Hawthorne. In many of his key works, 
he was occupied both with his familial history as well as that of his country in general. 
Concerning U.S. history, Stern points out that major events from Hawthorne’s present 
“never so much as enter Hawthorne’s fictions” whereas “minute objects out of the musty past 
                                                   
4 It is generally believed Hawthorne added the “W” in his surname to distance himself from his ancestors (Stern 
xix). 
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fill and swell his pages” (xxv). While Stern is right to point out that his most important 
literary works have a historical setting and make no direct reference to major contemporary 
events, various intellectual, as well as social debates, from Hawthorne’s present certainly can 
be traced back in his works. Emphatically, Newton Arvin contends that Hawthorne’s tales are 
“colored everywhere by the circumstances under which they were written” (viii). One 
example of this is the discussions about women’s place within society, a question which in 
Hawthorne’s time came to the fore during the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848. Hawthorne 
came in direct contact with such developments through his acquaintance with Margaret 
Fuller. This socio-political question will be discussed in greater detail in the section below 
about The Scarlet Letter.  
Another example of a contemporary subject discernable in Hawthorne’s works is the 
Transcendentalist movement. In this major philosophical and literary movement, thinkers 
such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau reacted to their society’s increased 
rationalism, materialism, and the changing norms within society resulting from the country’s 
industrialisation. The movement echoes quintessential elements of European Romanticism. 
For example, David M. Robinson contends that elements of William Wordsworth’s works, 
such as the “introspective concern with spiritual growth” and the “sensitivity to nature as the 
corresponding mirror to the soul” are “echoed and elaborated in Emerson’s Nature and 
Thoreau’s Walden” (18). In his 1836 essay “Nature,” Emerson lays the foundation of the 
Transcendentalist movement by stressing the importance of humanity’s connectedness with 
nature. Whereas society is destructive towards the wholeness of man, Emerson sees nature as 
a healing force. He describes this as follows: 
Nature, in its ministry to man, is not only the material, but is also the process and the 
result. All the parts incessantly work into each other's hands for the profit of man. The 
wind sows the seed; the sun evaporates the sea; the wind blows the vapor to the field; 
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the ice, on the other side of the planet, condenses rain on this; the rain feeds the plant; 
the plant feeds the animal; and thus the endless circulations of the divine charity 
nourish man. (183)  
This description of nature clarifies how he perceives nature as a circular power. In 
appreciating nature’s beauty and spending time in nature, Emerson believes to be able to 
“unchain” his mind from the societal and religious institutions he criticized (Buell 9). 
Furthermore, Emerson emphasised the spiritual power of nature and refers to it as the 
“plantations of God” (“Nature” 183). He continues: “in the woods, we turn to reason and 
faith” and claims: “in the wilderness, I find something more dear and connate than in streets 
or villages” (“Nature” 183-4). This perception of nature is very different from the Puritans, 
who see the woods as “the devil’s last preserve” (Miller 5). It is interesting, therefore, to 
analyse how these two perceptions come together in Hawthorne’s works. 
The Transcendentalist movement had a direct but complex influence on Hawthorne. 
He was a founding member of the utopian community Brook Farm, which was inspired by 
Transcendentalist principles – an experience Hawthorne later satirised in The Blithedale 
Romance (1852). In this novel, Hawthorne discusses the appeals but also the dangers of such 
a utopian society, such as the risk of authoritarianism, which is similar to the way he 
approaches Puritan society in his works. Hawthorne was critical of various elements within 
the Transcendentalist thought, such as its emphasis on newness. Stern contends that 
Hawthorne was apprehensive of “the insistence on youth and newness on all sides,” such as 
“the noble sense of spiritual possibility announced by American Transcendentalism” and the 
“sense of economic and political possibility celebrated by the burgeoning Jacksonian 
democracy” (ix). While Emerson acknowledges that “the force of character is cumulative” 
and that “all the foregone days of virtue work their health into this,” he also warns not to 
dwell on the past and criticised the retrospection of his age, in which people failed to look 
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forward and instead build on the Founding Fathers’ beliefs (“Self-Reliance,” 242; “Nature” 
181). As Joel Porte declares, Emerson was apprehensive of the “notion of history as an iron 
rule of cause and effect that necessarily determines present conduct” and believed the 
“descent or inheritance” of an individual should not control them (4). History should be made 
by people, rather than that people are “made by it” (Porte 4). This denial of retrospection is a 
point Emerson and Hawthorne do not wholly agree upon. Correspondingly, Michael J. 
Colacurcio contends that “the legacy of Puritanism remains for Hawthorne a concern of 
lifelong meditation” (24). The House of the Seven Gables is a clear example of how 
Hawthorne sees the past not as something that is done with, but as something that persists into 
the future in, for example, the form of hereditary guilt and sin from ancestors. 
One aspect of Hawthorne’s works that reflects both his occupation with 
Transcendentalist rhetoric as well as the Puritan past is the border between the civilised world 
and nature, especially the woods. This setting frequently is an important element critically 
reflecting on the hypocrisies of both the past society as well the one in Hawthorne’s present. 
In each of Hawthorne’s works this chapter will analyse, the border between the civilised 
world and the woods is central to the narrative. The woods function as space to escape of 
Hawthorne’s idea of the “iron cage” of Puritan society (“Main-Street” 25). In this society, 
everyone was forced to obey the authorities, whereas the woods are a space of freedom where 
the laws of the Puritans do not penetrate. 
The first section of this chapter provides an analysis of the function of the historical 
Puritan setting in three of Hawthorne’s short stories: “The Gentle Boy,” “The May-pole of 
Merry Mount,” and “Young Goodman Brown.” These were chosen as they each are set in 
seventeenth-century Puritan New England and can be read as allegories for socio-political and 
moral concerns of Hawthorne’s present. This reading will be partly conducted through 
Girard’s scapegoating theory. The second part of this chapter provides an analysis of 
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Hawthorne’s 1850 novel The Scarlet Letter. In this analysis, particular attention will be paid 
to the reflection on Transcendentalist thought, especially through the use of landscape 
descriptions. 
 
Short Stories 
 “The Gentle Boy” (1832) is set in 1656 in the Massachusetts Bay Colony and considers the 
tensions between a Quaker community and the Puritan settlers. The narrator differentiates 
between the two religious groups based on the fact that the Quakers “laid claim to a holy 
courage, unknown to the Puritans themselves” and saw “persecution as a divine call to the 
post of danger,” whereas Puritans had “shunned the cross” of the persecutions in England by 
fleeing to exercise “their religion in a distant wilderness” (34). However, as Frederick 
Newberry points out, “most Puritans did not shun the cross of persecution” but did fight in the 
Civil War under Cromwell, including Pearson (367). Pearson only “sought refuge from the 
strife” after he deemed it “unholy” to continue and sought fortune to provide for his family 
(The Gentle Boy,” 40). The “more bigoted Puritans” saw this as an “impure motif,” and “were 
inclined to impute the removal by death of all the children, for whose earthly good the father 
had been over-thoughtful” (40). The fanatical authority figures among the Puritans are 
contrasted with the Pearson family, who are shown in a positive light because of the 
compassion they show the boy. Furthermore, while the above description suggests that the 
narrator sympathises with the Quakers, this group likewise is portrayed as too fanatical. 
The narrator condemns the Puritan authorities’ violent persecution of the Quakers and 
describes this as “an indelible stain of blood . . . upon the hands of all who consented to this 
act” (34). Catie Gill explains that the primary theological difference between the Quakers and 
Puritans is that the Quakers believe in an individual’s possession of an “inward light” which 
is placed there by God himself and guides their way (5). This theological difference led to the 
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Puritans’ denunciation of their beliefs and the frequent persecution of the Quakers. In “The 
Gentle Boy,” these two religious groups come in contact when a young boy named Ibrahim, 
whose father had been hanged by the Puritans because of his beliefs, is found by a Puritan 
man named Tobias Pearson. Ibrahim’s mother too was convicted, but spared and instead left 
in “the uninhabited wilderness” of the surrounding woods “to perish by hunger of wild 
beasts” (39). Throughout the narrative, the space of the woods is not as central as in the other 
works analysed in this thesis, but it does have an important function as a place of banishment 
for a rebellious thinker, Catherine. Furthermore, when Pearson is “walking through a piece of 
solitary wood” a hidden person threatens him saying “the scourge” is already “knotted for 
him” (41). The space of the woods thus also allows community members to say things they 
would not say outside the forest. However, the element of scapegoating in this story is a clear 
example of the element of inclusion and exclusion in this society. Moreover, the story 
demonstrates that Hawthorne’s attitude towards the Puritans is not necessarily negative but 
that he is mostly critical of their authority figures.  
 Pearson is described to possess “a compassionate heart, which not even religious 
prejudice could harden into stone” (37). Hence Pearson takes Ibrahim home for him and his 
wife to care for, although the boy “comes from an accursed sect” (37). The Quaker boy is 
adopted in the Puritan community but others in their congregation do not approve of this 
decision. Even before Ibrahim’s arrival, the community was in an unstable position. Hints of 
this are weaved into the narrative, for example when the narrator refers to doors with 
“indispensable” “bolt and bar” to protect them from the wandering “savages” (39). As Jones 
points out, “the instability of the Puritan community is heightened when one of their own 
starts to mingle with the enemy” (32). The arrival of a member of the adversary religious sect 
heightens the tensions. Because Ibrahim is expected to blend into the community, this is even 
further increased. 
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During this “cultural crisis,” there is violence towards the scapegoat(s) to provide the 
community with psychological relief (Goodhart 1). By adopting Ibrahim, Pearson and 
Dorothy risk the chance to become scapegoats themselves. Indeed, shortly after the adoption, 
“Tobias and Dorothy shortly began to experience a most bitter species of persecution” (41). 
Because the Puritans believe the actions of each individual affect the whole community, the 
Pearsons risk to imperil the entire village. Therefore, the plight of the Pearsons illustrates 
Girard’s theory, which described a scapegoat as “powerful enough to have caused a crisis” 
but “simultaneously “weak enough to be vulnerable” (Redekop and Ryba 6). While they 
endanger their community by bringing in Ibrahim, the Pearsons are also weak because they 
are outnumbered and do not occupy a place in power.  
When the Pearsons bring Ibrahim to public worship in the meeting house, the rest of 
the community is hostile towards them and the boy. The narrator describes “all the inhabitants 
of the miserable world” to close up “their impure hearts against” the boy: “maidens seemed to 
dread contamination,” whereas an old man looked at Ibrahim “as if the sanctuary were 
polluted by his presence” (42). In return, the narrator describes the boy as “a sweet infant of 
the skies that had strayed away from his home,” demonstrating that he condemns the Puritans’ 
behaviour towards Ibrahim (42). After witnessing a long speech from the minister about the 
subject of the Quakers, a “muffled female” rises (43). This woman is Ibrahim’s mother, who 
continues to hold a long speech condemning the Puritans. She is described as having a 
countenance “emaciated with want, and wild with enthusiasm and strange sorrows,” retaining 
“no trace of earlier beauty” (44). Her fanatical beliefs are clearly condemned by the narrator, 
which is reflected by her physical description. This is akin to the narrator’s descriptions of 
Hester in The Scarlet Letter. In both instances, Hawthorne allows the omniscient narrator to 
reveal a critical attitude towards radical behaviour. 
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Catherine is again banished to the woods but does not take Ibrahim with her. Instead, 
she chooses to leave him with Dorothy. The community’s feelings towards Ibrahim and “his 
protectors,” however, did not undergo “a favorable change” (51). Ibrahim, who is described 
as a very sensitive boy, is bullied by other children who display “an instinct of destruction far 
more loathsome than the blood-thirstiness of manhood” (53). Eventually, Ibrahim falls ill 
because of a broken heart and dies just when his mother returns for him. 
The story is an account of social scapegoating, and, as the narrator contends, this 
instance is not the end: “more innocent blood was yet to pollute the hands that were often 
raised in prayer” (55). Whereas the Quakers are portrayed as inherently fanatical in their 
beliefs, the Puritans do include fanatics but also good people such as the Pearsons. They can 
be read as Hawthorne’s idea of good Puritans, who are open-minded and compassionate. 
Hawthorne sees the fanaticism of the other Puritans, especially the authority figures, as a 
perversion of the original Puritan principles. While this story is historical fiction, it can be 
read as a broader allegory for Hawthorne’s understanding of human nature, especially 
fanaticism (in either religion or politics) and the tendency to scapegoat, even in young 
children. 
 “The May-Pole of Merry Mount” (1832) is perhaps the clearest example of 
Hawthorne’s works displaying both scapegoating and the centrality of the woods. It is a 
retelling of the historical event of the Mount Wollaston Colony, a seventeenth-century British 
colony.5 The narrative shows the opposition of two communities: The Merry Mounters 
community, who live in harmony with nature and attain to a mirthful lifestyle, and the Puritan 
community, led by their governor John Endicott and symbolic of the establishment. The 
stories’ primary themes such as discussions of the connection between a person’s private and 
                                                   
5 Now Quincy, Massachusetts. 
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public life, and the question of individuality while also conforming to societies’ wishes were 
relevant in Hawthorne’s present and remain relevant today. 
 The narrative starts with a ceremonial wedding around the communities’ may-pole 
between a young couple named Edgar and Edith.6 The ceremony is disturbed by the intrusion 
of the Puritans, led by Endicott. He spares the young couple but orders several of the merry 
mounters to be whipped and cuts down their May Pole. Throughout the story, the narrator 
adopts a critical attitude towards both communities. Joseph J. Feeney argues that the story’s 
ambiguity functions on multiple levels: “plot and allegory lean in one direction and favor the 
invading Puritans; imagery and sound favor the Anglicans of Merry Mount; characterization, 
diction, symbolism, and theme have no clear bias” (211). Both the Merry Mount colonists and 
the Puritans can be read as extremists. The former group is extreme in their pursuit of 
freedom, while the latter is extreme in their denial of freedom and happiness. 
The landscape descriptions reflect the difference between the Merry Mounters’ and 
Puritans’ outlook on life. The Merry Mounters see nature in a very positive, sublime light; 
descriptions such as the “perfect foliage of the forest” and their May Pole, the “venerated 
emblem,” which is made of a pine-tree, is later named “that happy pine tree” (28; 24). From 
the Puritans perspective, the woods and forest are described as a dark and sinful place: “a 
band of Puritans, who watched the scene, invisible themselves, compared the masques to 
those devils and ruined souls with whom their superstition peopled the black wilderness” (25). 
This difference in the perception of nature by both the Puritans and Merry Mounters 
underlines the symbolic meaning Hawthorne frequently employs in his works, in which the 
forest or woods is a metaphor for the private world outside orderly civilisation. 
Transcendentalists saw the forest as a place of meditation and to become self-reliant; 
here too the forest is a place outside the public sphere where the Merry Mounters pursue their 
                                                   
6 A maypole is a large, decorated wooden pole used to celebrate the return of spring around which a “ceremonial 
folk dance” was performed in European folkloric tradition, usually on the first of May (“Maypole Dance”). 
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freedom. The Merry Mounters can be read as an extremist version of the Transcendentalists, 
while the Puritans symbolise the too strict established order of antebellum New England. 
Eventually, the Merry Mounters are spared but are adopted into the Puritan community, 
resulting in the loss of “the vanities of Merry Mount,” and they become part of the 
community of the “most dismal wretches,” the Puritans (33; 28). In the end, “the moral gloom 
of the world” overpowers them, leaving “their home of wild mirth . . . desolate amid the sad 
forest” (33). Finally, Edgar and Edith “went heavenward, supporting each other along the 
difficult path which it was their lot to tread, and never wasted one regretful thought on the 
vanities of Merry Mount” (33). The narrator does not necessarily appear to condemn either 
group but retains an ambiguous attitude. This suggests that neither lifestyle is perceived as 
right but that the ideal might be a middle-ground position. 
Hawthorne’s most well-known story in which the border between the forest and the 
civilised world plays a central symbolic role is “Young Goodman Brown” (1835). The 
narrative takes place in Salem Village in the seventeenth century, during which the 
protagonist, Goodman Brown, leaves his wife named Faith to travel to the forest for an 
unknown purpose. The story displays the depravity of human nature and the fragility of faith 
(Bell 77; Eberwein 28-9). Goodman Brown loses his faith solely because of his alleged 
experience of seeing the true nature of his neighbours, which might have been just a dream. 
This indicates his beliefs were not solidly grounded in his faith, even before this experience. 
Throughout the narrative, particular attention is paid to details regarding anxieties 
evoked by the forest. The descriptions emphasise the mysterious darkness of the woods: “the 
heart of the dark wilderness” and “the haunted forest” (201). When Goodman Brown first 
embarks on his errand, the woods are described as follows: 
There is a peculiarity in such solitude, that the traveller knows not who may be 
concealed by the innumerable trunks and the thick boughs overhead; so that with 
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lonely footsteps he may yet be passing through an unseen multitude. ‘There may be a 
devilish Indian behind every tree’ said Goodman Brown to himself. (194) 
The danger of “a devilish Indian behind every tree” accurately reflects the anxieties of the 
seventeenth-century Puritans. This is demonstrated even more so when Goodman Brown 
says: “‘what if the devil himself should be at my very elbow!’” (194). This illustrates the idea 
of the forest as a dangerous and possibly sinful place, making Goodman Brown anxious to 
travel alone in the forest. Soon, his anxieties become reality when Brown meets a man 
carrying a black serpent-shaped staff, who bears “considerable resemblance to him” (195). 
This “elder person” tells him he has been with Goodman Brown’s family “as with ever a one 
among the Puritans” and has helped his grandfather when lashing “a Quaker woman,” and his 
father when setting “fire to an Indian village” (196). As a result, he reveals the hidden face of 
evil and sin from people. The woods are here symbolic of the private sphere where people can 
hide their sinful behaviour from their neighbours. 
Along his travels, Goodman Brown meets various people from the village, all who 
seemed to be good Christians but turn out to be devil worshippers (198-9). In the climax of 
the story, there is an evil ceremony in the forest with all the townspeople (199). Hawthorne’s 
story illustrates the difference between the social masks people wear within society and their 
true identity. The setting of the woods again functions as a place for sin. The townspeople go 
there to act out their true identity, which they cannot do in their civilised village. In the story’s 
denouement, Goodman Brown has lost his faith and is unable to live his life normally again. 
While it remains ambiguous whether the events in the woods have actually occurred or if they 
were merely a nightmare, the experience has shown to Goodman Brown the possibility that 
his fellow men’s their true identity is sinful, even when they keep up a pious social 
appearance. 
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The Scarlet Letter 
While Puritan history is present in each of Hawthorne’s romances, The Scarlet Letter is the 
only novel actually set in this historical period. The narrative events take place in the time of 
the English Civil War (1642-1649) fought between King Charles I and the Puritan parliament, 
with an exception of “The Custom House” preface to the novel, which is set during 
Hawthorne’s present, in the 1840s. Revolutions are an important political context for the 
novel, because, as Larry J. Reynolds argues, these “shaped the structure, characterizations, 
and themes of the work” (44). The novel was also written during a time of European 
revolutions.7 As a result, revolutionary imagery is present throughout the novel. One example 
is the scene in the novel’s preface, “The Custom House,” where the protagonist’s speech 
includes several guillotine imageries: “my own head was the first that fell,” “decapitated 
state,” “the political guillotine,” refer to the revolutions in France (449-50). Likewise, in the 
novel’s narrative there are frequent references to the scaffold. For instance, in the opening 
passage: “this scaffold constituted a portion of a penal machine” which held to be “as 
effectual an agent in the promotion of good citizenship as ever was the guillotine among the 
terrorists of France” (456). Reynolds contends that with his choice of time frame, Hawthorne 
further shows his “desire to connect his narrative with historic revolutions abroad” (52). As 
this analysis will illustrate, this connection of his present with the past foregrounds the 
persistence of moral and socio-political issues in society. 
One major event in Hawthorne’s present was the first women’s rights convention, the 
Seneca Falls Declaration (1848). While feminism, as it is known today, did not exist in the 
mid-nineteenth-century, criticism and discussions about the position of women in U.S. society 
and politics were already taking place. One of the primary voices in the movement was a 
                                                   
7 In various countries in Europe there was a myriad of revolutions: “rulers and their unpopular ministers were 
overthrown, most notably Louis Philippe and Guizot in France, Ferdinand I and Metternich in Austria, and Pope 
Pius IX and Rossi in the Papal States” (Reynolds 45). 
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close acquaintance of Hawthorne, Margaret Fuller. In her essay Woman in the Nineteenth 
Century (1845), Fuller writes: “I have urged upon the sex self-subsistence in its two forms of 
self-reliance and self-impulse, because I believe them to be the needed means of the present 
juncture” (414). Thus, she extends the Transcendentalist notion of self-reliance to have a 
gender-specific meaning. As Reynolds points out, Fuller was “more intently engaged in the 
European revolutions than any of her countrymen” (46). In return, “Hawthorne's long and 
ambivalent relationship with Fuller and his response to her activities as a radical and 
revolutionary in I849 had a decided effect upon the novel” (Reynolds 66). This is especially 
reflected in the characterisation of Hester.  
Ingrebretsen contends that Hester, “as husbandless mother . . . embodies a threat to the 
social order. Uncontrolled, embodied (unguarded)” (54). Because of this, “she suggestively 
fits the demographic type of a person likely to be accused of witchery” (Ingebretsen 54). 
Indeed, according to Girard’s perception of the ideal scapegoat, Hester falling outside the 
social expectations makes her a likely candidate to become the scapegoat. She fits Girard’s 
description of “powerful enough to have caused a crisis” and simultaneously “weak enough to 
be vulnerable” (Redekop and Ryba 6). Hall contends that in “anti-puritanism permeated the 
fiction” of Hawthorne, in which the emphasis is on the fact that “orthodoxy trapped people in 
the hypocrisy of punishing others’ sins but leaving them unable to recognise their own or to 
forgive” (Hall 352). Certainly, Hall is right to point out that in The Scarlet Letter 
Hawthorne’s narrative juxtaposes the self-sacrificing, sympathetic, heart-centered 
Prynne with the hard-hearted demeanor of everyone else. According to his narrative, 
orthodoxy trapped people in the hypocrisy of punishing others’ sins but leaving them 
unable to recognize their own or to forgive. (352) 
Hawthorne criticises the hypocritical behaviour of the Puritan community in the novel. 
However, the omniscient narrator’s tone of voice is at times critical of Hester’s behaviour as 
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well, which suggestively reflects Hawthorne’s critical attitude towards his acquaintance 
Margaret Fuller’s radical ideas on women’s independence.  
The narrator’s critical views are reflected in the critical tone of voice regarding 
Hester’s rebellion against the Puritan authorities. For example, when Hester considers the 
current hierarchy of society she contends that the whole societal system should be 
reorganised. Later, her thoughts become even more radical when she contends that “the very 
nature of the opposite sex” should be altered “before women can be allowed to assume what 
seems a fair and suitable position” (516). The narrator links Hester’s ideas with those of Ann 
Hutchinson: “she might have come down to us in history, hand in hand with Ann Hutchinson 
as the foundress of a religious sect” (516). Hester becomes, as Reynolds describes it, “a 
radical thinker engaged in a revolutionary struggle against an established political-religious 
order” (61). The narrator perceives these ideas as negative: Hester is described to have lost 
her heart’s “healthy and regular throb” and consequently she is wandering “without a clew in 
the dark labyrinth of mind” (516). Her radical rebellion has left Hester disoriented, suggesting 
pursuing these ideas of being self-reliant to a too great extent might leave women, or people 
in general, disoriented. 
Throughout the narrative, the woods are symbolic of Hester’s inner rebellion and her 
confinement in her place within society. The contrast of the liminal space of the forest and the 
village symbolises the private and public sphere, as well as a place of sin contrasted with the 
Puritan ideals. The narrator describes the forest as “that wild heathen Nature of the forest, 
never subjugated by human law, nor illumined by higher truth” (536). The “higher truth” 
which Transcendentalists seek in the forest here is denied by the narrator but does emphasise 
the space’s separation from human law. For people who are alienated from society, like 
Hester, and the historical Roger Williams, the forest functions as a place of freedom. Here, 
she can speak freely with Arthur Dimmesdale and confide in him that Roger Chillingworth is 
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her husband and where she throws “the mystic token,” her scarlet letter, away, indicating here 
she is free of society’s stigmas (531-6). Moreover, it is in the woods that Hester and Arthur 
plan their future together (535). Hester’s radicalisation does not result in a revolt against the 
Puritan leaders, but, as Reynolds argues, her “renewed relationship with Arthur” also 
“assumes revolutionary form” as it challenges “the social order of the community and the 
spiritual order of the universe” and thus earns the narrator’s “explicit disapproval” (62-3). The 
woods again function as space outside the confines of society, where Hester’s “radical” 
thoughts are enabled to roam free.  
A crucial element in the narrative that is related to the function of the woods is the 
notion of the Black Man. In The Scarlet Letter, the Black Man is referred to as a creature in 
the forest outside the village and can be seen as a manifestation of the sin of which all 
Puritans are afraid. Maria Stromburg contends that Hawthorne employs the supernatural 
beliefs of the Puritans “as a symbol for the evil which he does firmly believe exists in the 
human heart” (274). After signing the Black Man’s book, the individual will become marked, 
which Stromburg accurately describes the following way: 
The mark of the Black Man, which both Hester and Dimmesdale wear in their 
different ways, is the sign of disassociation from community, the sin which they 
committed in violating the laws of their society, and which they commit again in the 
desire to make themselves happy at the expense of everyone around them. The Black 
Man cannot enter the community, but he has his agents who live within it and poison 
it, breaking down its structure and making the people within it incapable of living 
well. (275) 
The Black Man, like the forest, symbolises all that the community’s anxieties. People who are 
deemed sinful or a threat to the community are, therefore, inherently seen as marked by this 
Black Man and as his agents to bring harm to the community. In this thesis’ final chapter, in 
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the analysis of The Witch, the family’s billy goat comes to represent a similar fear as the 
Black Man in The Scarlet Letter. 
  
Conclusion 
While Stern contends that Hawthorne is solely concerned with the past, this is not entirely 
correct. More accurately, Reynolds argues that Hawthorne “responded strongly and creatively 
to accounts of foreign revolutions and revolutionaries” (67). While the reader might initially 
experience his fictions as purely historical, echoes of contemporary social, political, and 
intellectual debates certainly are present in his works. Besides foreign revolutions, 
Transcendentalist thought and discussions about women’s position within society are 
reflected in his works, as well as broader moral questions of Hawthorne’s present, such as the 
act of scapegoating in society. Like works within the literary tradition of the Transcendentalist 
movement, Hawthorne’s works are saturated with the elaborate descriptions of natural 
landscapes, especially of forests. As this chapter has illustrated, the woods as a liminal space 
function to emphasise the socio-political and moral allegories in the stories. With this 
reoccurring element, Hawthorne sets a tradition that continues to exist two centuries later, as 
will be illustrated with an analysis of The Witch, in the final chapter. However, before that, 
the next chapter will prove that both Arthur Miller and Maryse Condé built on this tradition 
by creating a socio-political allegory to critically explore predicaments in their own respective 
times with the setting in seventeenth-century Puritan New England, with the woods as a 
central space function to enhance the narratives’ central themes.
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Chapter 3: The Salem Witch Trials as an Allegorical Vehicle in The 
Crucible and I, Tituba 
 
“That was Salem! A community that stole, cheated, and burgled 
while wrapping itself up in the cloak of God’s name.” 
– Maryse Condé, I, Tituba 
 
In Arthur Miller’s The Crucible (1953) and Maryse Condé’s I, Tituba, The Black Witch of 
Salem (1986), the witch hunts of Salem village are both used as an allegorical vehicle to 
critically reflect upon their particular contemporary socio-political concerns. John Putnam 
Demos argues that when “witches disappeared from view, other figures were obliged to take 
their place. Blacks, Indians, immigrants of various kinds; Jews, Catholics, Mormons, atheists; 
masons, anarchists, Communists” (399-400). Because of their position as scapegoat within 
Puritan society, witches as a symbolic element in The Crucible and I, Tituba can be used to 
create an allegory for figures who took their place as scapegoats. Both texts are for the largest 
part a fictionalised version of the events based on historical records of the trials and include 
characters based on historical figures, but the texts are narrated from a different point of view. 
The first section of this chapter presents an analysis of The Crucible, a play which is 
commonly read as an allegory for the “witch hunt” people with (alleged) communist 
sympathies in the U.S. in the 1950s. The second section is an analysis of I, Tituba, a first-
person narrative account of Tituba’s personal experiences before, after, and during the witch 
trials. This novel will be read as an allegory for the treatment of black woman in the U.S. in 
the 1980s through the lens of the theoretical framework of intersectionality. The main 
argument of this chapter is that in The Crucible and I, Tituba, the characters’ relationship with 
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the woods surrounding Salem Village is central to the narrative as space outside societal 
authority and emphasises questions of inclusion and exclusion within contemporary society. 
 
Historical Context: The Real Salem Witch Trials 
The Salem witch trials are arguably the most well-known seventeenth-century supernatural 
episode in Puritan New England. During these trials, which took place from February 1692 to 
May 1693 in Salem Village,8 over 200 people were accused of witchcraft, of whom thirty 
were found guilty, and twenty eventually were executed. The majority were women, but 
several men also became the victim of this mass hysteria. As Emerson W. Baker points out, 
most of the accused were people who lived at the edge of society, but the victims were not 
limited to outsiders as the trials progressed (129). The witch hunts were thus not limited to 
Salem but various tensions among this specific community help explain the severity of this 
instance.9 Salem Village was a poor farming community with approximately 500 inhabitants. 
The two leading families were the Porters, who were “well-heeled” and had “strong 
connections with Salem Town’s wealthy merchants,” and the Putnams, “who sought greater 
autonomy for the village and were the standard-bearers for the less-prosperous farm families” 
(“Salem Witch Trials”). According to Baker, a large part of the trials was the abuse of power 
by authority figures (125). This makes it a fruitful vehicle to question contemporary instances 
of abuse of power. 
According to Shirley Jackson, in her historical account of the trials in The Witchcraft 
of Salem Village, there were frequent quarrels among the inhabitants, including family feuds 
persisting from two or three generations before (7). An additional factor that divided the 
congregation was of the orthodox theology and preaching of the new minister, Samuel Parris 
                                                   
8 Not to be confused with Salem, Massachusetts. Salem Village is now named Danvers. 
9 The trials were only “one chapter in a long story of witch hunts that began in Europe between 1300 and 1330 
and ended in the late 18th century”; 1782 was the last recorded execution for witchcraft, in Switzerland (“Salem 
Witch Trials”). 
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(“Salem Witch Trials”). As a result of the already heightened tensions, a mass hysteria arose 
when Ann Putnam, Abigail Williams, Betty Parris and Elizabeth Hubbard, commonly 
nicknamed “the afflicted children” accused to have witnessed three women engaged in the 
devil’s black mass (Jackson 40). The already divided community was quick to accuse its 
neighbours during the following process. 
Jackson has pointed out that because no real evidence was required, “the mere 
accusation was enough to destroy the person at whom it was aimed” (89). People who were 
either scared to be accused themselves of personally gained from the accusation became 
involved. When all these tensions accumulated in mass hysteria, it became impossible to 
control, resulting in the infamous Salem witch trials. As Baker points out, the victims who 
were accused were seen as a threat to the community, either “directly or indirectly,” or 
“related to a threat to the spiritual, political, or military stability and well-being of the 
community or the colony” (125). The witch trials were thus a prime example of Girard’s 
scapegoating theory, in which a threat to the community is scapegoated during a period of 
duress. 
 
The Symbolic Setting of the Woods in The Crucible 
The 1953 play The Crucible, Arthur Miller’s dramatization of the Salem witch trials, has 
widely been read as an allegory for McCarthyism. During this “witch hunt” in the 1940s and 
1950s, which was named after Senator Joseph R. McCarthy, the U.S. government conducted a 
large-scale persecution of alleged communists after McCarthy had claimed to have “a list of 
205 communists working for the State Department” (Foner 730). This emanated an 
atmosphere of fear, resulting in “character assassination, guilt by association, and abuse of 
power in the name of anticommunism” (Foner 731). Consequently, many artists, writers, 
actors were questioned during this process. While they were not executed, they were either 
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blacklisted or the process had serious implications for their careers. This all happened during 
the Cold War. While this was a period of affluence in the U.S., it was also a time with many 
anxieties, such as the threat of nuclear annihilation. In light of Girard’s theory of 
scapegoating, the persecution of (alleged) communists provided scapegoats to temporarily 
relieve these tensions for the country and created a tangible enemy, which is similar to what 
happened during the witch trials in Salem.  
Miller stated: “The more I read into the Salem panic, the more it touched off 
corresponding images of common experiences in the fifties . . . Apparently, certain processes 
are universal (Miller, The New Yorker). Indeed, as Christopher Bigsby points out, in The 
Crucible, Miller displays his realisation that history is “the key to current dilemmas as well as 
a connection between ourselves and those from whose past failures we believe ourselves 
immune” (45). While McCarthyism and the witch trials are different in many respects, the 
similarities lie mainly in the abuse of power by authorities to ensure their position of power. 
The already present tensions of the Cold War made it relatively easy for someone as 
McCarthy to instil fear in the people that the enemy, the communists, might be living amongst 
them. As a result, people with leftist political beliefs were easy to cast as scapegoats. People 
could accuse others for their personal gains, just like during the Salem witch trials. However, 
because this particular reading has been conducted elaborately, this analysis will not focus on 
the interpretation of the play as an allegory of McCarthyism. Instead, this chapter focusses on 
how The Crucible builds on the tradition set in Hawthorne’s works in which the forest setting 
in the narrative is crucial in the formation of a critique of both historical and contemporary 
forms of abuse of authority as well as scapegoating in society. 
While it is a dramatic text and thus does not contain the same mode of narratological 
exposition as the other works of prose fiction discussed in this thesis, The Crucible does 
contain a narrative and can thus be fruitfully read in the context of these works. This narrative 
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concerns the witch trials from the onset of the hysteria until the death of the play’s hero, John 
Proctor. The village’s Puritan government, as Miller rightly points out, is a theocracy 
“grounded on the idea of exclusion and prohibition” (7). Because in their government law and 
religion are intertwined, there is no latitude for deviation: “a person is either with this court or 
must be courted against, there is no road between” (94). The dissent of an individual does not 
only form a threat to the public; it also means they disobey God and the rules of their religion. 
The first act of the play is set in the attic of Reverend Samuel Parris, whose daughter 
Betty has fallen ill. The night before the narrative events, Parris witnessed his daughter and 
niece, Abigail, amongst several other girls “dance as heathens in the forest” and believes he 
even saw “someone naked running through the trees” (10; 11). They were together with 
Tituba, a dark-skinned woman who is enslaved by Parris. She was heard “screeching” and 
Parris saw “gibberish coming from her mouth” which Abigail describes as “her Barbados 
songs” (11). Parris is afraid that if they indeed “trafficked with spirits in the forest,” his 
enemies will find out and “ruin [him] with it” (10). After Thomas Putman arrives, who is 
described as a man with “vindictive nature” that was “demonstrated long before the witchcraft 
began,” Parris reluctantly admits he has sent for Reverend Hale of Beverly, who has 
“experience in all demonic arts” (14). However, Parris begs Putnam not to “jump to 
witchcraft,” fearing he will be howled out of Salem “for such corruption” in his house (14). 
Already, the intertwinement of witchcraft and the possible misuse of authority becomes 
apparent in Parris’ fears because it demonstrates that a person only has to be associated with 
witchcraft to likely be banished from Salem.  
Later during this first act, when the girls meet together, they share their fears for the 
results of their actions. They fear that they will be known as witches and hanged “like they 
done in Boston two years ago” (18). Mary proposes to tell the truth, which would result in 
their whipping. Abigail, however, “drank a charm to kill John Proctor’s wife,” whose husband 
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she had an affair with and fears for more serious consequences. She proposes to only speak of 
dancing in the woods and Tituba’s attempt to conjure Ruth’s sister out of the grave (19). 
While the idea springs from fear, she later sees the circumstances as her opportunity for 
revenge. 
It is tempting to overlook the importance of the woods as a setting in The Crucible, as 
the only scene that takes place in the woods is the scene two in the second act, which is one 
frequently omitted in performance and is only included in the appendix. In this scene, Abigail 
and Proctor meet at night in “a wood” and he tries to convince her to free his wife of any 
charges at the trials the following day or else he will “ruin” her by informing the judges of her 
pretences (148). As this scene is customarily omitted, the reader or audience only learns 
through Reverend Parris’ the accounts of the events that the girls were dancing in the forest 
with Tituba. This is never actually depicted in the play. However, in a reading as an intertext 
of Hawthorne’s works, I, Tituba, and The Witch, the woods are a quintessential aspect in the 
contrast between the private life and the public life as well as in the portrayal of the 
authorities who are criticised.  
In the play’s overture, Miller provides the reader with information on the historical 
setting and the Puritans history, which helps illustrate the importance of the woods as setting. 
For example, Miller contends that they regarded the woods as “the Devil’s last preserve, his 
home base and the citadel of his final stand” and emphasises the fact that “the edge of the 
wilderness was close by” (5). Like the woods in “Young Goodman Brown,” and The Witch 
(discussed in the final chapter), the woods are seen as a space where the devil and the 
supernatural resides. This dangerous place was seen by the Puritans as the “last place on earth 
that was not paying homage to God” and home to the “heathen” Native Americans whom 
they failed to convert, which Miller attributes to their “parochial snobbery” (7; 5). This 
attitude is unlike Chillingworth in The Scarlet Letter, who, despite his faults, did not attempt 
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to convert the natives that captured him but, like Roger Williams, studied their medicinal 
practices and learned from them. When the reverend Parris claims to have seen the girls 
dancing in the woods with Tituba, the latter who already is an outsider because of her race 
and position as a slave, panic is quick to arise amongst the congregational members. 
An analysis of the medium-specific elements of The Crucible, such as the set décor of 
various stagings of the play, helps demonstrate the woods’ looming presence over the Salem 
community even though not one scene in the play that takes place in the forest. For example, 
in the 2014 production produced by The Snow College Theatre Department and directed by 
Megan Heaps, Milanda Weeks’ stage design (fig.1. and fig.2.) ensures the dark woods 
surround the stage at all times. This specific rendition of the play hereby emphasises the 
overall fear that saturates the entire play – the community’s fear of what might have been 
happening in the forest, the surrounding space of their village where people are free of 
authority and therefore free of any restrictions society normally imposes. In another rendition 
of the play, the 2018 production by Olney Theatre Center, director Eleanor Holdridge worked 
together with set designer Andrew R. Cohen to ensure the constantly looming presence of the 
woods. Cohen explains that the narrative of The Crucible only reveals what happened in the 
woods through Parris’ narration but there is not one act that displays these events for the 
audience. Therefore, they decided to include a prelude to the play during which the audience 
fig.1. Production photo of the pre-show (Weeks)  fig. 2. Production photo of Act II scene 3 (Weeks) 
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can see the girls dancing in the forest, which is a moment “that is in opposition to the rigid 
structure of their society” (Cohen). Furthermore, they also created a set décor in which the 
woods are symbolised by red strips of wood (fig.3. and fig.4.). The set portrays the woods as 
omnipresent throughout the play. Another element Cohen has added is the part of the wood 
that penetrates the scenes at the top of the stage (fig. 4.). He explains this is a decision 
resulting from “the idea is that this is the first time that the chaos has pierced through their 
interior lives. Up and until now, chaos has been looming on the outside” (Cohen). This is 
indeed a central aspect of the play, as the fears of the woods the community harboured now 
permeated everyday life; their very neighbour or kin could be associated with witchcraft. 
Mise-en-scène can thus be employed in the play’s staging to emphasise this centrality. 
Various other characters can be seen as outsiders and ideal scapegoats. Tituba 
becomes the first one after Abigail claims: “she made me do it! She made Betty do it! . . . She 
makes me drink blood!” (43). Because of her race, Tituba already held the position as an 
outsider and was an easy target. There was a strong class division, so people with a low social 
position were also targeted. Women inherently were of a lower status, which explains the 
majority of victims being women. Two poor and weaker women, Goody Osburn and Goody 
Good, were like The Scarlet Letter’s Hester women who deviated from the congregation’s 
standards. Therefore, they were easy targets to scapegoat and the first to be accused after 
fig. 4. Rendering by Andrew Cohen (Cohen) fig. 3. Pre-show: Tituba and Girls in the forest (Cohen) 
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Tituba. As Elizabeth, John Proctor’s wife, has some status in the village, she was not the first 
Abigail accused as it would involve some risk. However, when she eventually does go after 
John himself, there are already certain aspects of his private life that make him a threat to the 
congregation. For example, he often skips the Sunday service and disagrees with Reverend 
Parris’ theology: “I see no light of God in that man” (64; 65). The process reveals that the first 
scapegoats where outsiders who did not fit in society but also were weak enough to scapegoat, 
following Girard’s theory. However, as the hysteria developed, people with a higher status 
also became scapegoats. For example, Proctor eventually became a scapegoat because he 
turned against the authorities as he did not believe in the existence of witches and therefore 
threatened to defy their authority. 
While the play was intended as an allegory of McCarthyism, any theatre company or 
dramatic director can create their own allegorical interpretation of Miller’s text to allow for 
the expression of critique against another aspect of abuse of authority in contemporary 
society. As Susannah Clapp points out, after 9/11 the play has been read as allegorical for the 
Patriot Act (Clapp).10  In turn, the recent 2018 rendition by Eleanor Holdridge evokes 
associations with the #MeToo movement. As Cohen explains, when they started working on 
the play in October 2017 the arising #MeToo movement made the creators question their 
perception of the play, as well as the play’s “noble ‘hero’” John Proctor, since he is “an older 
man abusing his power over a younger servant” (Cohen). Certainly, Proctor’s promptness to 
blame his victim for seducing him and calling her a “whore,” rather than acknowledging his 
own mistake in committing adultery with a young girl of whom he is an authority figure does 
evoke such associations (109). In short, because Miller has connected history with his present 
                                                   
10 Legislation passed to strengthen security after 9/11 which allowed government surveillance. The opposition of 
this act argued it could result in “overreach on the part of the federal government into the private lives of 
American citizens,” which could e.g. result in the detention of immigrants (Anderson and Horowitz 469). 
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in such a way it is a play that will remain relevant because the theme of struggle with either 
societal or legal authority can be applied to various predicaments in society.  
 
The Woods and Intersectionality in I, Tituba 
In The Crucible, Tituba features as a minor character and is portrayed rather stereotypically as 
an outsider who poorly speaks English. To the contrary, as Maha Marouan has concluded 
from examining Salem’s historical records, Tituba’s use of language was formal and proper 
English and not at all like Miller’s portrayal in which she “speaks in a jarring dialect” (20). 
Marouan contends that this “becomes a sign of her lack of adaptability, her derangement, and 
her “‘primitive’ nature” with which Miller forces “her estrangement through language” (20). 
Indeed, Tituba is merely used as a plot device by emphasising her position as an outsider who 
initiates the witch hunt by showing her “pagan” rituals to the girls. No attention is given to her 
inner life or her motivations. In I, Tituba, Guadeloupean author Maryse Condé’s provides 
Tituba with an own voice and a rich personal history.11 While based on a historical character, 
Condé’s novel is an imaginative subversion of the known facts and records of Tituba. Her 
race, for example, is fictionalised, as it is not known whether Tituba was black, a Native 
American, or South American. The historical figure of Tituba was accused of witchcraft and 
in an attempt to save her life she accused others. After being in jail for thirteen months, she 
was bought by a slave master for seven pounds (Paravisini-Gebert 58). There are no records 
of what happened to her after this. 
Condé explains why she has written the novel as follows: “writing Tituba was an 
opportunity to express my feelings about present-day America. I wanted to imply that in 
terms of narrow-mindedness, hypocrisy, and racism, little has changed since the days of the 
Puritans” (qtd. in Simek 36). As Angela Y Davis points out, in I, Tituba, Condé provides 
                                                   
11 The novel was originally written in French. This analysis uses the 1992 translation by Richard Philcox.  
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Tituba with “a social consciousness as contemporary as the motivating impulse behind the 
novel” (xi). This consciousness allows Condé to critically comment not only on the past but 
also on her present. By portraying Tituba as a black woman, Condé enables herself to criticise 
racism towards black people and sexism in her contemporary society, especially black 
women’s specific experience of the combination of these factors.12 
Toni Morrison has criticised the lack of mention of the interior lives of slaves in 
traditional slave narratives and the fact these often obscured detailed descriptions of slavery’s 
horrors to appease their white audiences (91). Morrison feels responsible to “rip” the “veil 
drawn over ‘proceedings too terrible to relate’” and to consequently bear witness to “the 
interior life of people who didn’t write [their history]” (91; qtd. in Bell 7). Condé, like 
Morrison, does not aim to recover history, but, as Marouan puts it, “to inscribe their female 
characters’ subjectivity, denied to them by traditional historical discourses” (15). Tituba is 
conscious of this herself in the novel when she says: “I felt I would only be mentioned in 
passing in these Salem witch trials about which would be written so much later,” which 
clearly became true (110). She feels “outraged by this future injustice that seemed even more 
cruel than death” (110). The novel is not, as Condé has pointed out, an attempt to recreate her 
history literally but rather to provide her with the voice history has denied her. The analysis 
below will show that the “othering” in seventeenth-century Puritan New England is an 
allegorical vehicle in I, Tituba to critically explore the contemporary notion of the 
interrelations between gender, race and socio-economic position, known as intersectionality. 
The term intersectionality was first coined in 1989 by leading critical race theory 
scholar Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw in her paper “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race 
and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and 
Antiracist Politics.” She began developing this theory three years after the original publication 
                                                   
12 While Condé is not American she was granted a scholarship to teach in the U.S. in 1984 and thus experiences 
this firsthand.
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of I, Tituba in French. Many of the ideas developed within the theory of intersectionality are 
apparent in Condé’s work, suggesting that the novel and Crenshaw’s essay reflect the broader 
critical spirit of the late 80s. Intersectionality as a theoretical framework aims to strengthen 
the feminist movement by including race and class as elements often overlooked within 
feminist theory in both first-wave and second-wave feminism.13 As bell hooks describes it, 
this new approach “challenged the notion that ‘gender’ was the primary factor determining a 
woman's fate” (xi). In its approach to racial and gender issues, intersectionality is similar to 
the theory of triple oppression,14 which suggests there is a connection between three forms of 
oppression: sex, race, and class oppression (hooks 33). As this analysis will show, I, Tituba 
encompasses this line of feminist and race theory by showing the triple oppression the titular 
character Tituba faces: she is a woman, a slave, and black, resulting in her facing the most 
extreme form of oppression when she enters society. Tituba’s link with nature is an important 
part of her cultural background and is an aspect of her life that provides her with a sense of 
authority and freedom. 
The narrative follows Tituba, a young woman born on Barbados who was conceived 
after an English sailor raped her mother, an African slave. Her mother was hanged when 
Tituba seven years old, for “a crime for which there is no pardon. She had struck a white 
man” (8). Thus, already at seven Tituba became aware of the position of her race within 
society. After this, Tituba is “driven off the plantation” (8). She contends she would have died 
“if it hadn’t been for that sacred tradition of solidarity among slaves” (8). Tituba is taken in by 
an old woman named Mama Yaya, a deeply spiritual woman who teaches her about herbs, 
traditional healing, and magic (9). This is similar to Roger Chillingworth’s knowledge of 
                                                   
13 First-wave feminism was a period of activism during the 1850s-1940s which focussed on legal issues 
including women’s suffrage. In the 1960s-80s, second-wave feminism, which is commonly agreed to have 
emerged from Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963), focussed on the ending of sex-discrimination. 
14 This theory was developed by black socialists in the U.S., led by Claudia Jones, but the specific oppression of 
black women was already a long-discussed subject, for example by Sojourner Truth. 
 Broersen 50 
natural remedies he acquired after supposedly being held captive by Native Americans in The 
Scarlet Letter. Natural medicine is thus something associated with people who live in the 
woods, outside Puritan society. By escaping the prospect of slavery and residing with Mama 
Yaya, Tituba is also prevented from existing within this society. Tituba lives contently with 
Mama Yaya for a while but this changed when Tituba meets an enslaved man named John 
Indian. Her love for him introduces the choice between her current safe life outside society, or 
returning to slavery to be able to marry John. She chooses the latter, after which she and John 
are sold to a Puritan clergyman named Samuel Parris. Eventually, they all settle in Salem 
Village, where Parris becomes the pastor of the Congregational church. 
Throughout the narrative, Tituba develops a growing consciousness of the 
implications of her position as a black, enslaved woman in society. Within the field of 
intersectionality hooks has pointed out that black men, as well as white women, can still be 
oppressive to black women despite being minorities themselves: white women and black men 
can both “act as oppressor or be oppressed” (16). This idea is reflected in Tituba’s thoughts 
when she eventually realises the fact that John Indian, while also a black slave, experiences a 
lesser form of oppression than herself because he still has the advantage of being male: “The 
color of John Indian's skin had not caused him half the trouble mine had caused me” (101). 
While this demonstrates the awareness of sexist oppression, Tituba’s relation with two white 
women illustrates her consciousness of both her classist as well as racial oppression. Firstly, 
Hester, a reference to The Scarlet Letter’s character, is a woman also accused of witchcraft 
jailed together with Tituba. However, because she is white and not enslaved, and thus from a 
higher class, Hester does not face the same oppression as Tituba. Furthermore, her ideas are, 
as Marouan puts it, “clichéd and radical feminist views” (23). According to Robin deRosa, 
Hester in I, Tituba is characterised as a “man-hating feminist” seemingly “cut off from her 
own sexuality” as opposed to Tituba who displays sexual freedom throughout the narrative 
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(117). The relationship between Hester and Tituba reflects tensions contemporary to Condé 
between white and black feminists in the U.S. For example, bell hooks notes that “many black 
women refused participation in the feminist movement because they felt an anti-male stance 
was not a sound basis for action” (71). While Tituba shows an awareness of the disparity 
between her and her husband she does not hate men like Hester does. 
Another instance where Tituba differentiates sex oppression from both racial and class 
oppression is in her relationship with Parris’ wife, Elizabeth. Initially, they get along well 
after Tituba discovers that Elizabeth shares her fear for Samuel Parris (38). However, as their 
bond develops Tituba becomes aware of their inequality: “we did not belong in the same 
universe, Goodwife Parris, Betsy, and I” (63). Another example when Tituba experiences 
racial oppression is when she is tormented in jail by fellow prisoners such as Sarah Good who 
calls out to her: “‘why did you leave your hell, Negress?’” (103). Because of such instances, 
Tituba is constantly reminded by white women of the prejudices against her race. Even when 
she is later set free, she experiences that despite being “armed with an act of emancipation in 
good due form a Negress was not secure from delays and obstructions” (135). She realises 
that even without the class restraint of being a slave, she will never be completely equal 
because of the colour of her skin. 
Maha Marouan, who conducted a study examining African diaspora and female 
spirituality in the works of Toni Morrison, Maryse Condé, and Edwige Endicat, describes this 
as the use of “African diaspora religious practices (Vod’ou, Candomblé, and ‘witchcraft’) in 
order to create a space to refashion personal, cultural, and historical identities for women of 
the African diaspora” (1).15 An important aspect of the African religious diaspora is the 
emphasis on “the importance of healing, knowledge of plants, and a close relationship with all 
elements of nature” (Marouan 5). Nature is for Tituba a connection to her African heritage but 
                                                   
15 Diaspora refers to “the movement, migration, or scattering of a people away from an established or 
ancestral homeland” (“Diaspora”). 
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also a site of liberation. The forest is one place where Tituba feels free and has a sense of 
agency. It, for one thing, is the place where she can freely practice her religion without being 
accused of doing the devil’s work. Tituba’s resistance is defined by “religious affiliation” 
which she can practice in the woods (White 147). As Artress Bethany White explains, 
because slaves were historically restricted to “practice certain religious and cultural rituals,” 
the fact that Tituba continues to do so elevates the significance of the narrative “as a story of 
quiet resistance exercised by slaves” (147). The forest is an important space for this 
resistance. 
When she is in Boston, Tituba decides to explore the “thick forests” that surrounded it 
(50). When she is “about to enter the forest,” a man calls to her and asks her if she is not 
afraid of the Indians, to which she internally responds: “The Indians? I was less frightened of 
those ‘savages’ than I was of the civilized beings I lived with who hanged old women from 
trees” (50). Tituba does not share the Puritans’ fears of the woods; instead, she sees it as a 
refuge from them and their authority. 
Tituba also has symbolic dreams of the forest, like the protagonist in “Young 
Goodman Brown.” One instance is when she is residing with her new owner, a Jewish man 
named Benjamin Cohen d’Azevedo, Tituba recalls the following dream: “I wanted to enter 
the forest, but the trees were in league against me and black creepers hung down, twining 
themselves around me” (133). After this dream, she awakes in a room “black with smoke” 
(133). Benjamin is convinced it is God punishing him because he denied Tituba her freedom 
and he sets her free following the incident. Later in the narrative when she has joined a 
resistance group of Maroons, Tituba has the same dream for which she offers the exact 
description, and she again awakes in a “full of smoke” (171). Her group has been betrayed 
and she will now “suffer the punishment [she] had ‘escaped’ in Salem” by being hanged 
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(172). In both instances, the forest refuses Tituba access as a warning because she is in danger 
in reality. 
In many respects, Condé’s approach is similar to contemporaries such as Toni 
Morrison in reclaiming black history and providing those erased by historical records with a 
voice. However, her approach is more cynical. While Tituba escapes slavery after the man 
who bought her sets her free eventually, her destiny is not a happy life – she is still hanged at 
the end of the narrative. Marouan contends that Condé “uses parody to subvert stereotypical 
renderings of African diaspora identities as she challenges her own representation of Tituba” 
(10). She argues that Tituba’s magical powers are parodied in the novel because despite her 
powers Tituba is still constantly unable to “save herself from all the misfortunes that befall 
her” (Marouan 10). Furthermore, Condé claims in an interview with Françoise Pfaff that the 
novel is “a pastiche of the feminine heroic novel,” such as The Scarlet Letter (qtd. in Marouan 
10). It is “a parody containing a lot of clichés about the grandmother, the sacrosanct 
grandmother, and about women and their relationship to the occult” (Condé qtd. in Marouan 
10). While Tituba can communicate with her ancestral spirits, they fail to provide her with 
any useful advice. Instead, as Marouan argues, the “symbolic voice of the ancestor . . . 
becomes comical and ineffective,” which articulates the failure in establishing a narrative of 
meaning with the African past (7). According to Simek, reading the novel as a parody “invites 
a reconsideration of the way the novel performs its critique” of U.S. society (36). Tituba’s 
narration shows an awareness of the fact she is narrating her personal history, which suggests 
that she presents Condé’s own opinion of the events. While I, Tituba provides the historical 
figure of Tituba with a voice, Condé does not attempt to provide her with a true history. She 
uses an ironic approach to retell Tituba’s story by parodying certain stereotypes of African 
heritage and religion, while simultaneously providing a serious critique on racism, sexism, 
and class discrimination in her contemporary society. 
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Conclusion 
In these two works, Miller and Condé continue the tradition which Nathaniel Hawthorne set 
in his works analysed in the previous chapter by using a setting in seventeenth-century Puritan 
New England as an allegorical vehicle to critically explore contemporary socio-political 
concerns. While The Crucible is an allegory for McCarthyism and conveys a critique of 
authoritarianism and scapegoating, I, Tituba mainly exhibits themes of intersectionality and 
critically examines the position of black women in U.S. society. What links each of these 
texts together beside the fact they concern the same historical event and characters, is the 
disparity between the civilised world and the woods, in which this space of wilderness is a 
quintessential element within the narrative in its critical reflection on abuse of power and the 
place of marginalised members in society. 
The Crucible does not directly include scenes set in the woods but the overarching, 
threatening power this space possesses, especially what it presents to the community, 
saturates the narrative. Various renditions of the play illustrate this through the usage of mise-
en-scène demonstrating the centrality of the woods and even including a prelude to the play 
that shows the girls dancing in the woods. In I, Tituba, the woods are likewise of importance. 
Nature is the only space Tituba can be free from society’s confinements and where she has a 
sense of agency. While in The Crucible the woods mainly are present as a looming threat to 
the community, like in “Young Goodman Brown,” Tituba in I, Tituba finds a sense of agency 
in the woods, like Hester in The Scarlet Letter. The next chapter will demonstrate that in 
Robert Eggers’ The Witch, the woods function in both ways: as a looming threat and 
eventually as a space of agency for the film’s protagonist. 
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Chapter 4: “I Be the Witch of the Wood”: Gothic Landscapes and 
Puritanism in The Witch: A New England Folktale 
  
“I am that very witch. When I sleep my spirit slips 
away from my body and dances naked with The 
Devil. That’s how I signed his book.” 
― Robert Eggers, The Witch 
 
Robert Eggers’ debut film The Witch (2015) is a recent example of a text that utilises a 
seventeenth-century New England setting to explore contemporary socio-political themes. For 
example, the film suggests various conservative stances in U.S. politics regarding women’s 
rights have permeated the present from the Puritan past. But Eggers also critically explores 
more general questions regarding social structures, which will be discussed in greater detail 
below. The narrative events concern a family of English settlers in the 1630s. As a result of a 
religious dispute, they have been banished from their Plymouth colony and are forced to 
reside in the threatening wilderness of New England. The patriarch of the family, William, 
defied the religious authority of Plymouth by criticising the church which he believed to be 
“an unseparated church. An English king’s church,” which he thus viewed to not fully adhere 
to his Puritan principles (15).16 Together with his wife Katherine and their five children, 
William attempts to start a new life on a farm adjacent to the primeval woods of New 
England. However, the increasing tensions among the family members when their new-born 
Samuel disappears, in combination with the other hardships the family faces in their new 
home, eventually lead to a tragedy. 
                                                   
16 Direct quotes will be taken from the film’s screenplay book, while the visuals are from the film itself. 
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According to Eggers, William’s story of non-conformity is very similar to that of the 
historical Roger Williams (Eggers and Hall 195). As mentioned in the first chapter, Williams 
was a separatist who defied the Puritan authorities resulting in his banishment from the 
colony. He escaped persecution by escaping into the woods where he lived amongst Native 
Americans (Davis 594). Eventually, he started afresh in the wilderness to live by his own 
biblical standards rather than to conform to the (in his eyes) unholy standards of the Puritan 
congregation (Eggers and Hall 195). Roger Williams’ ironical history is that he left England 
to escape persecution, only to be persecuted by the people with whom he had fled his native 
land. He eventually returned to England during the Civil War. Similar to William in The 
Witch, his ideas were to radically different from those held by his fellow Puritans and as a 
result he was banished. 
Eggers describes The Witch as “a tale of witchcraft, told as a simple family of seventeenth 
century New England might have believed it to be. All their folkloric and religious beliefs in 
this film are true” (11). Whether the events are true within the narrative remains ambiguous, 
but the audience can see the Puritan anxieties as they might have appeared in their 
imagination. Eggers wanted to infuse his psychological horror film with a sense of 
“naturalism” and “authenticity,” and stressed that the film is a “folklore, a dream” and a 
“nightmare from the past” (11). This commitment to realism was personal for Eggers because, 
like Hawthorne, he grew up in New England and was confronted with nightmarish fantasies 
about the Puritan period from a young age (Eggers, “Fellini”). The only visual reference 
Eggers included into his film that came from outside the seventeenth century are the paintings 
of Francisco de Goya which inspired the overall atmosphere of fear of witchcraft (Eggers, 
“Fellini”).17 Various elements of the mise-en-scène add to the film’s overall authenticity, such 
                                                   
17 The cover image of this thesis is The Witches’ Sabbath by Franscico de Goya. This picture was chosen 
because the pictured goat is reminiscent of Black Philip in The Witch, and the overall scene is an image the 
Puritans might have envisioned to occur in the woods. 
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as the extensively researched historically correct clothing, the sole use of natural and 
candlelight, as well as the use of historical documents such as journals and court records 
(Muir; Blaschke and Eggers). However, most noticeable is the film’s usage of language as the 
entirety of its dialogue is in Early Modern English. The meticulously crafted setting creates a 
sense of realism that transports its viewer back into the seventeenth century. This historical 
setting adds to the film’s overall oppressive atmosphere typical to its Gothic horror genre.  
Yet, while the audience is transported back to the seventeenth century, the film also 
critically explores contemporary concerns. The tense social relations of the Puritan period the 
film portrays examines contemporary social relations by exploring universal psychological 
issues such as interpersonal relations at times of duress, especially within a family at the 
moment of a grievous loss. While society in general no longer believes in witches and 
supernatural explanations for evil, questions about social structure and human nature, in 
general, remain relevant. Furthermore, with its historical setting, The Witch reflects both the 
endurance and arguably the origins of the position of women in contemporary U.S. society, as 
well as a broader question about social structures within families that are especially relevant 
in American Gothic works of fiction. 
Viewing the film with a focus on its close intertextual relations to the works discussed in 
the previous two chapters, Eggers’ utilisation of the Puritan past is most similar to 
Hawthorne’s. The Witch is not an overt socio-political allegory in the vein of The Crucible 
and I, Tituba. Instead, like Hawthorne, Eggers foregrounds the persistence of certain elements 
of the Puritan past into present-day society such as scapegoating at times of hardship, 
humanity’s strained relation with nature, and gender policies. This chapter will demonstrate 
that all of the Puritan anxieties are mirrored by the surroundings of the vast woods. The 
significance of the woods as a central setting within the narrative links the film to The Scarlet 
Letter and “Young Goodman Brown,” as well as I, Tituba and The Crucible. To illustrate this 
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argument, this chapter will analyse the film’s the screenplay’s narrative as well as its filmic 
aspects such as the cinematography and the score. 
 
The Forest as a Symbolic Gothic Setting 
The Puritans’ relationship with nature in The Witch follows most clearly its portrayal in the 
stories of Hawthorne and The Crucible: a space of evil, sin, and something altogether 
terrifying. The function follows I, Tituba and The Scarlet Letter, in the sense that it reflects a 
space of freedom and agency for the protagonist, that simultaneously reflects women’s 
position in contemporary American society. How the family has to start a new life in the 
middle of this secluded and primeval forest after being banished from their plantation in 
Plymouth because of their beliefs (or at least, the father’s beliefs) also directly mirrors the 
situation of the Puritans in general when they first came to the American shores. They both 
came to a setting to conquer its wilderness and make it their religious haven. This is very 
similar to William’s idea of their new home: “We must conquer this wood. It will not 
consume us” (31). The film emphasises the fact that instead of living in harmony with the 
forest, they must dominate it. Taking an eco-critical approach to William’s, and the Puritans’ 
general relationship with nature helps link it to contemporary environmental concerns in 
which humanity’s animosity towards nature results in the attempt to overcome nature, through 
for example technology and mass agriculture. Foner has pointed out that eventually “the 
Puritan experiment would evolve into a merchant-dominated colonial government,” and there 
was a growing commercialisation by the 1650s (66). Agriculture was a large source of income 
for these colonies and land not used for this purpose was seen as a waste, which further 
indicates that dominating nature was an important part of the establishment (Rosen-Carole 
140). Certainly, such attitudes have only increased today. While this domineering relationship 
with nature is not quite the same as the Puritan fear of the woods, it does suggest a disparity 
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between humanity and nature that still has not disappeared, as is apparent in present-day 
(over)urbanisation, industrial agriculture, and the environmental crisis. 
The primary function of the forest in The Witch is similar to the texts discussed in the 
previous chapters, namely as space outside societal authority and therefore perceived by the 
majority of people as lawless and thus dangerous. Katherine asks William: “was not Christ 
led into the wilderness to be ill met by the devil?” (64). This is already a foreboding for what 
will happen to the family in the woods – the place they associate with the devil. However, as 
this chapter demonstrates, while these fears eventually lead to the destruction of the family, it 
also in the end functions as space where the youngest daughter and protagonist Thomasin 
finally achieves a sense of agency she would never have had within the patriarchal structure 
of either the Plymouth colony or her family. 
The centrality of the woods is continuously stressed in Eggers’ screenplay. One of the first 
scenes, where the family leaves their congregation at Plymouth plantation, is described as 
follows: “all but WILLIAM keep their eyes on the safe PLANTATION WALLS as they head 
into the VAST WILDERNESS” after which finally “the overwhelming nature envelops them” 
(18). This emphasis on the vastness of the woods is maintained throughout the script: “THE 
PRESENCE OF THE WOODS IS PROFOUND, DISTURBING, OMNIOUS” and the 
“MONSTROUS TREES loom over THE RAMSHACKLE COTTAGE” where the family 
resides (19-20). The trees are not just trees, but monstrous entities that constantly exhibit their 
threatening and mysterious force to the Puritan family. 
One way in which the threatening nature of the woods is foregrounded in the film is 
through its cinematography. The cinematographer, Jarin Blaschke aimed to create a specific 
isolated and tense atmosphere (Blaschke and Eggers). Blaschke explains: “We mostly used 
the 1:66:1 aspect ratio because we wanted a classic, timeless frame size, but the extra height 
of the aspect ratio also allowed us to let the trees loom over the characters” (Blaschke and 
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Eggers). This extra height in the frames allows for a use of negative space in the framing of 
the woods, which emphasises its threatening nature and creates an atmosphere of isolation. As 
fig. 5. on the next page illustrates, when the family kneel before the forest upon their arrival to 
their new home it is already characterised by the looming forest but the colours are relatively 
lively and the family appears larger on the screen. This mirrors the fact they have not yet 
succumbed to the evil forces of the forest but that they were at that point still fairly optimistic 
about their new position. Nonetheless, the use score already foregrounds with a high-pitched 
string instrument, which composer Mark Korven identifies as nyckelharpa (Korven).18 
However, fig.6. demonstrates a change: Samuel has been kidnapped and Thomasin is sitting 
on the outer edge of the forest in despair, the colours are darker and greyer and negative space 
of the frames is used to make Thomasin appear extra isolated besides the large trees. In fig.7., 
the parents are burying their eldest son Caleb. The framing reflects the triumph of the forest 
and the minuteness of the parents compared with the force of the woods.  
As already briefly mentioned, the other technical aspect of the film that stresses the 
threatening nature of the woods throughout the film is the score. As the film was marketed 
specifically as a horror film, the score is used to highlight the tensions in the plot. The 
dissonant music creates a tense atmosphere, and only instrumental sounds are used to enhance 
the feeling of authenticity and the use of a choir to evokes the association with witchcraft 
(Korven). Moreover, the shots in which the camera zooms in on the outer line of the tree in 
the first few minutes of the film already inform the audience that something sinister about this 
space by the increased sounds (00:04:58; 00:13:35). Throughout the film, the woods are 
associated with a tense musical score that becomes louder the closer the camera zooms in on 
this space. 
Similar to “Young Goodman Brown,” the supernatural fears are ambiguously presented to 
                                                   
18 A “medieval Swedish instrument – which dates back to about the 1400s” (Korven) 
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fig. 6.  (00:19:56) 
fig. 5. (00:04:44) 
fig. 7. (01:08:01) 
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the viewer in The Witch. When one day, the eldest daughter is playing peekaboo with the 
family’s newborn, Samuel, he disappeared when she shortly closed her eyes. The camera cuts 
back and forth from Thomasin to the baby to the woods. When the baby is disappeared there 
is a shot of the woods; the grass is lightly shuffling “as if something has just run through it,” 
suggesting to the audience that is where Samuel’s kidnapper might have gone (23). Thomasin 
runs towards the edge of the forest, which is followed in a switch to the character of the witch. 
This witch is described in the screenplay as “a small HUNCED FIGURE in a tattered RED 
CLOAK” (24). She has Samuel, and places him on a large stone and removes her clothes, 
after which she cuts him open with a knife. This is obscured by the framing and only her back 
is shown. She performs some sort of ritual during which she rubs herself with a greasy bloody 
substance. This nightmare scene is what a Puritan family historically might have imagined as 
their new-born’s fate after a disappearance. John Greenleaf Whittier describes various aspects 
of the “Old Superstition” of the Puritans, their “dark theory of the Invisible World” in which 
they linked the “wild extravagance” of the Native population with “familiar and common 
fantasies of their native land” (2;4). Furthermore, the Puritans had “indefinite awe of an 
agency of Evil” inspired by their interpretation of the Bible that agitated “their entire 
community with signs, and wonders, and dark marvels” (Whittier 2). They associated the 
woods with witchcraft and the devil, so naturally, there would be a sinister ritual involved. 
Whether this actually happens or is a nightmarish vision into the central family’s mind 
remains ambiguous. 
The association with the woods and witches saturates the narrative. The forest as a rule 
was, and still is, a mysterious place. As one of New England’s most celebrated horror writers, 
H.P. Lovecraft, has pointed out, “the oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the 
oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown” (6). The woods were a largely 
unexplored space and therefore unknown. Consequently, the family avoids entering the forest. 
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However, one day William bids Caleb, the eldest son, to come with him to the woods as he 
has secretly laid traps there because of their failing corn crops. When returning, William 
forces Caleb to obscure the fact they went there to his mother because it would only further 
upset her, reflecting the negative association the family has with the woods. Another instance, 
Mercy, the youngest daughter, pretends to be a witch to tease Thomasin: “I be not Mercy, I be 
the witch of the wood” (54). As will be explained in greater detail later on, Thomasin sees this 
as an opportunity to get some sense of agency claims she is the actual witch of the woods. 
 
Familial Scapegoating and Gender Politics 
The isolated, troubled family is a quintessential American Gothic trope.19 The use of “gothic 
imagery” to represent “the destructive power of families” and to exemplify “domesticity’s 
extreme horrors” by writers such as Charles Brockden Brown, Nathaniel Hawthorne and 
Edgar Allan Poe derives from the U.S.’s Puritan heritage (Davenport-Hines 267). 
Furthermore, according to Davenport-Hines, American Gothic narratives frequently are 
concerned with the belief that “one cannot escape from parental powers” and the generally 
“tenacious” view of “genealogical miseries” (274). Because Thomasin and her family are 
entirely isolated from society, the focus of the film is on the power relations within this 
domestic space. There is no public life and there are no authorities. The Gothic domestic 
horror to which Davenport-Hines alludes is most clearly manifested in the film through the 
scapegoating of Thomasin. Thomasin is blamed and scapegoated by her family as the 
perpetrator of this tragedy; they even start to suspect that she might a witch. The isolated 
environment of the family is similar to horror stories as The Shining (1980), in which reality 
                                                   
19 Many masterworks of American Gothic fiction revolve directly around domestic family tragedy: Brown’s 
Wieland (1798), Poe’s “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839), Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven Gables 
(1851), Lovecraft’s “The Dunwich Horror” (1929), Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House (1959), King’s The 
Shining (1977), Oates’ Bellefleur (1980).  
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and the supernatural also blend together and remain ambiguous. But also contemporary film 
Hereditary (2018) and It Comes at Night (2017) deal with the subject of loss within a family 
set in present-day America, and in the latter, the woods also play an important role. The film’s 
story of loss can thus be viewed as universal despite the different circumstances. 
Following Girard’s theory, Thomasin is, under extreme psychological duress, scapegoated 
by the family to deal with their grief and the loss of their baby. Besides the psychological 
duress resulting from this loss, other factors increase the tensions within the family. After the 
family has to move outside the congregation into the wilderness, the surrounding woods are 
but one aspect of their anxieties. They also fail to provide for themselves at their new farm, 
which eventually consists of a “devastated cornfield” (30). The last and perhaps the most 
crucial element of the family’s anxieties is their strict Calvinist theology. Caleb’s father 
makes him recite the doctrines in the forest and asks what his “birth sin” is, to which Caleb 
responds: “Adam’s sin imputed to me, and a corrupt nature dwelling in me” (32-3). 
Considering this, Caleb asks his father if “Samuel was born a sinner” and if he is now “in 
hell” (34). William replies: “Fain would I tell thee Sam sleeps in Jesus, that thou wilt, that I 
wilt, but I cannot tell thee that. None can” (36). The family’s grief is increased because 
Samuel was born after the family left the congregation in Plymouth, and the baby was 
therefore not yet baptized. They fear that if he has died, he has gone to hell.  Katherine shares 
this worry, when she later screams: “Our Sam is in hell” (67). Not only their worries of 
Samuel, but the worries of their own corrupt nature, and the parents’ beliefs of their childrens’ 
corrupt nature, as well as the overall hardship of their circumstances eventually results in the 
narrative’s disastrous ending. While losing a baby today would not generally include such 
specific fears, their grief and perhaps inability to deal with it rationally is universal. 
Thomasin eventually becomes the family’s scapegoat. Her mother especially is constantly 
shown to treat Thomasin harshly while she is nice to her other children (48). Furthermore, 
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after William as sold her heirloom, a silver cup, Thomasin is immediately blamed for its loss 
(36). The scapegoating reaches its height when Caleb dies after he disappeared when he was 
secretly clearing traps in the woods together with Thomasin. What followed was his 
encounter with the witch, resulting in a mysterious illness. One possible explanation for the 
scapegoating of Thomasin by her parents is that she was present both when Sam and Caleb 
disappeared and cannot account for what happened. She and Caleb believe a Wolf stole Sam 
(58). This is plausible, as the ruffling leaves showed after Thomasin opens her eyes after Sam 
disappeared could be caused by a fast, predator-like animal. However, because of their 
superstitious beliefs, a supernatural cause for the disappearance seems very real to them.  
A second explanation for the scapegoating of Thomasin by her parents is the fact that she 
is a fourteen-year-old girl. Thomasin had next to no agency living as a young woman in the 
seventeenth century and eventually, Katherine says to William: “our daughter had begath the 
sign of her womanhood . . . she’s old enough, she needs must leave to serve another family 
(64). In an interview, Eggers explains that the witch “embodies men’s fears and ambivalences 
and fantasies about women and female power. In in that period, in this extremely male 
dominated society, the evil witch is also women’s fears and ambivalences about themselves 
and their power” (Eggers, “Fellini”). Thomasin becoming a woman is therefore automatically 
seen as a threat by her parents. 
While the position of women in the U.S.  has improved significantly since the Puritan age, 
many aspects of its political system still reflect the attempts to control the female body. For 
example, what Chelsea Whyte calls “THE most restrictive abortion bill in any US state” in 
Alabama was introduced last year, which outlaws abortion at any stage of pregnancy (for any 
reason), following the example of “Georgia, Ohio, Kentucky, and Mississippi,” possibly 
overruling the case of Roe v. Wade (10).20 Many Pro-Life stances stem from strict religious 
                                                   
20 “Roe v. Wade is the 1973 Supreme Court ruling that protects a woman's right to an abortion before a fetus 
can survive on its own” (Whyte 10). 
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beliefs, which again links it with the theocratic government in The Witch. Furthermore, the 
U.S. is “the only industrialized country not to have ratified” the United Nation’s Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, and the Equal Rights 
Amendment ensuring equal legal rights for both sexes is only ratified in 38 states of the U.S. 
(Virginia being the most recent addition on January 27, 2020) (Falcon; Niles). While the legal 
status of the genders is arguably more equal than in a large part of the world, the position 
women in the U.S. still has traces left from the Puritan era, especially in conservative stances 
regarding the control of the female body. Additionally, there are clearly still orthodox 
religious groups today, in which young girls might experience the same oppression as 
Thomasin. For example, Esther Shapiro, in the recent Netflix-series Unorthodox (2020), is a 
young girl who escapes her orthodox Jewish family in Williamsburg, New York, to go live in 
Germany. The series is based on autobiographical sources. Thus, The Witch critically reflects 
on both historical and contemporary questions about women’s position in American society. 
Because of her position as a young girl in society, Thomasin is likely to be accused of 
witchcraft. Jonas tells the parents that Thomasin gave Sam “to The Devil in The Wood” and 
the twins exclaim that “Thomasin is a witch!” (100-1). Initially, William defends her, but 
when Thomasin reacts violently in irritation towards the twins’ behaviour both her parents 
become convinced she is a witch. Her father has not yet given up on her but is convinced she 
is a witch and has made a deal with the devil: “the bargain thou hast made is of no effect . . . 
thy soul belongeth to Christ” (110). When Thomasin finally speaks out against her father she 
calls him a “hypocrite” and says: “you let Mother be as thy master . . . thou canst do nothing 
save cut wood!” (112). He assumes this is because the devil’s tongue now speaks through his 
daughter. 
Feeling threatened, Thomasin attempts to make her siblings the scapegoats instead. 
She contends that the twins are the actual witches and have been speaking with Black Philip: 
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“the Adversary oft comes in the shape of a he-goat. And whispers. Aye, whispers . . . he is 
Lucifer, you know it. The twins know it” (113). Throughout the narrative they have been 
singing unusual songs about their billy goat: In one of their songs dedicated to their billy goat, 
the twins sing: “Black Philip is a merry merry king / He rules the land with mirth” (95). This 
links the film to Hawthorne’s “The May-Pole of Merry Mount,” as the Puritan authorities’ 
central critique of the merry mounters is that they live in mirth, which is something they 
associate with the devil. Therefore, Thomasin’s reference to their songs further strengthens 
her argument that her siblings are the witches. She claims of her siblings: “twas they and that 
goat that bewitched this whole farm” (114). William is immediately convicted and calls them 
“black minions” and “devils” (115). McGill argues that by calling them devils, William 
“signifies a lethal tendency to indict the Other not only for consorting with the devil, but as 
the very embodiment of the devil” (412). In his rage, William locks his remaining children in 
the shed with their goats and Black Philip. He is convinced they are bedevilled as a 
consequence of his pride, through which he has transgressed God’s law (121). He is quick to 
lay the blame somewhere else because he is unable to deal with his grief without a scapegoat. 
However, his anger in such an extreme case of loss is not limited to Puritan beliefs. As 
mentioned before, such extreme hardships universally can result in the scapegoating of 
another resulting from the inability to deal with such loss. Thus, the film critically explores 
universal aspects of interpersonal relationships which make the narrative events relevant 
despite the historical setting of the film. 
 
Living Deliciously: Thomasin’s Final Act of Agency 
During the night of confinement in the shed, the witch of the woods steals Mercy and Jonas 
and murders two white goats. When William reaches the shed in the morning, only Thomasin 
is left covered in blood, and Black Philip who has escaped. Philip attacks William, who is 
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killed in the struggle. When Katherine comes outside, she blames Thomasin for her 
intense loss. She is enraged and attempts to choke Thomasin, who in her struggle stabs her 
mother repeatedly until she dies. Overcome by grief and now all alone, Thomasin attempts to 
speak with their billy goat: “Black Philip. I conjure thee to speak. Speak as thou dost speak to 
Jonas and Mercy” (134). She asks him: “dost thou understand my English tongue?” (134). 
After a long pause, he replies: “What dost thou want” to which she asks him “what canst thou 
offer?” (134). Likely, no one has ever asked her what she wants because in her position in 
society her desires were not important. He asks her: “wouldst thou like the taste of butter? A 
pretty dress? Wouldst thou like to live deliciously?” (134-5). While these things might not 
strike a contemporary audience as very special, these “indulgences” would have been sinful to 
Puritans. 
She answers “yes,” the first sign of her liberation from her family, patriarchal society, 
and strict religion (135). She signs his book guided by his hoof and together they journey into 
the deep woods. Finally, they reach a witches’ Sabbath, a scene similar to what Goodman 
Brown might have encountered in Hawthorne’s story. The witches are dancing in a circle and 
start levitating. After hesitating for a moment, Thomasin joins them and she soon starts to 
levitate herself (fig.8.). In the final shot of the film she reaches the top of the trees – Thomasin 
Fig. 8. (01:25:41) 
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now occupies the space that throughout the film has been used to illustrate the looming threat 
of the forest. Only by doing what authorities feared her to do (both in her family and society 
in general) – becoming a witch by signing the devil’s book – Thomasin was able to acquire 
agency over her life and choices. It is no surprise, that contemporary audiences often view the 
ending as a liberating, happy moment, even though Thomasin’s fate would have been every 
Puritan’s worst nightmare. 
  
Conclusion 
The Witch builds on the literary tradition set by earlier works of historical fiction set in 
seventeenth-century Puritan New England in its centralisation of the woods within the 
narrative. Furthermore, it shares the concern with both the historical and contemporary act of 
scapegoating with the texts discussed in the two previous chapters. What primarily 
differentiates the film from the other discussed texts is that achieving a level of ambiguity is 
more difficult because of its visual medium and therefore shows the audience archetypal 
Puritan fears as real, making them appear more real. The witches in the forest do exist and the 
black goat is an actual “black man” such as the manifestation of the devil is called in The 
Scarlet Letter. However, like in Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown,” this all can be read 
allegorically, in which these fears are only presented to the viewer as a representation of the 
inner fears of the family, and actually convey a deeper, symbolic meaning. 
While women’s position has improved significantly in the U.S., certain questions of 
women’s agency today, such as debates around abortion laws, mirror the Puritan desire to 
control a woman’s body like Thomasin’s family in The Witch. But the film not only focusses 
on this feminist issue but questions social structures as a whole. Indeed, as McGill contends, 
“The Witch raises the question as to whether culpability for evil resides ultimately with the 
self, with social structures, with humanity as a whole, with inhuman forces of nature, or 
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within the supernatural realm” (409). Society in general does not believe in supernatural 
powers to an extent as in the Puritan era, but the general questions McGill alludes to remain 
relevant. 
The woods are fruitful to use as an allegorical vehicle to represent the opposite of 
civilisation and man-made structures within society. In The Witch, the central family is 
plunged into this uncivilised space and eventually destroy not only each other but also 
everything they believe in. Thomasin is the only family member with a “happy” ending. She 
sees becoming a witch as an opportunity to acquire a sense of agency from the moment she 
pretends to be a witch to scare her little sister Mercy. Whether Thomasin actually becomes a 
witch in the end, or if this is symbolical for her liberation (or her phantasy thereof) from her 
family, religion, and society, is left for the viewer to decide.
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Conclusion 
400 years ago, the Puritans first came to the American shores in search for a place where they 
had moral liberty and could either save the English church from decay or practice their 
religion according to their standards. Liberty in their sense was not so much freedom as we 
understand it today, but the freedom to adhere to their specific religious beliefs. Weinstock 
has pointed out that authors of the American Gothic demonstrate the disparity between the 
Puritans visions of freedom and their realisation of it – between their “rhetoric of liberty and 
the reality of slavery, sexism, bigotry, and discrimination of all stripes” (10). This thesis has 
demonstrated various of these inconsistencies. Furthermore, as Weinstock contends, within 
the American literary tradition the Gothic has been used “as a means to reflect on anxiety, 
discrimination, and disempowerment related to other forms of social otherness including 
sexual difference, sexuality, and class” (10). By analysing various works set in seventeenth-
century Puritan New England, stemming from different periods, this thesis has demonstrated 
that this historical period proves to be a fruitful allegorical vehicle to critically reflect on 
contemporary concerns of authoritarianism, and elements of inclusion and exclusion, such as 
the scapegoating and general position of marginalised groups within American society. 
Furthermore, his thesis reveals that many aspects of Puritan culture, ideologies, and 
politics have persisted in U.S. society today. These are not limited to their work ethic and 
religious beliefs; they have greatly shaped the American values and social structures in 
general. It is therefore little surprising that this period functions well as an allegorical vehicle 
to criticise contemporary socio-political issues. This is not limited to Hawthorne’s time but is 
still true today. As in dystopian works of fiction, the texts analysed in this thesis are set in an 
entirely different setting from the circumstances in which it was written but invite the reader 
to read it as a social critique of contemporary society. By going back to the roots of the 
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problem, the writers and creators can criticise a certain issue and reveal to the reader or 
audience how these moral, social, and political questions have persisted in their contemporary 
society. 
This persistence of the Puritan past was particularly real for Hawthorne. After a life-
long fascination with the Puritan past resulting from his forbearers, Hawthorne created many 
works of fiction set in this historical period and consequently set the tradition of this use of 
setting of the works discussed in this thesis. In his works, Hawthorne adopts a critical 
perspective of the utopian visions of the Transcendentalists, which are closely related with the 
Puritans’ utopian motivations for coming to America. While he agreed on some points he 
clearly expresses a wary attitude to too much authority as well as too much freedom. The 
theocratic government of the Puritans lead to authoritarianism because defying the law would 
amount to defying God. In contrast, the Transcendentalists emphasised non-conformity and 
individualism. Interestingly, both the Puritans and the Transcendentalists had strong beliefs 
about the woods and nature in general. But whereas the Puritans believed it to be a place of 
evil, the Transcendentalists believed it to be a spiritual place of freedom. Hawthorne’s works 
suggest a call for a middle-ground, without the limited (political) political freedoms of the 
Puritans, but also not too much freedom as this could lead to radicalisation. 
Additionally, the questions of women’s place in society in Hawthorne’s time are 
mirrored in The Scarlet Letter. While Hawthorne is sympathetic towards women’s fight he 
remains sceptical of radicalisation, which is reflected in the changing attitude towards Hester 
by the novel’s protagonist. Fanaticism in general is the primary theme in both “The May-
pole” and “The Gentle Boy,” where the fanatical Puritans, Quakers, and Merry Mounters are 
each presented in a critical light. Nature, especially the woods, and freedom are linked in 
Hawthorne’s works. Hawthorne is sceptical of radicalism and too much freedom. Where this 
freedom denotes something positive for Tituba and Thomasin, Hester in The Scarlet Letter 
 Broersen 73 
risks radicalisation in the woods. This setting functions differently in Hawthorne’s works than 
in the other texts this thesis has analysed. 
In The Crucible, Arthur Miller creates an allegory for 50s and 60s McCarthyism, in 
which those accused of witchcraft are a vehicle for the people accused of communism, such 
as people who were blacklisted in Hollywood. While communists did exist and witches did 
not (as far we know) the Salem witch trials are a fruitful allegorical vehicle for this event 
because it links the authoritarianism of the Puritan political system with Miller’s 
contemporary system, in which a person could be convicted by merely an accusation. What 
critics tend to overlook in The Crucible is the importance of the woods in the shaping of this 
narrative. Arguably, this setting is as important in Miller’s play as it is in Hawthorne’s works. 
While the play does not contain an Act that is set in the forest, it is conspicuous that there is a 
continuous threat of the forest throughout the play. The woods emphasise the fears of the 
authorities, as well as the aspect of freedom in this space separate from these authorities. 
Because each work presented in different media, the centrality of the woods is reflected in 
different ways in non-novelistic forms of fiction. In The Crucible, the set décor can be 
employed as an important aspect of exhibiting this centrality, as illustrated by the two 
adaptations discussed. 
 In I, Tituba, Maryse Condé likewise employs the Salem witch trials as an allegorical 
vehicle to critically explore contemporary socio-political questions. She uses the status of the 
witch as the “other” to focus is black women’s position within American society. Her 
distinction between race, gender, and class mirror the contemporary notion of 
intersectionality. What sets I, Tituba apart from the other texts is the clear contemporary voice 
that Condé has given Tituba. In her narration, Tituba is well aware of the fact she is narrating 
her history and offers an evidently contemporary view of the issues at hand. The forest is the 
only space where she has a sense of agency; even after her class status has significantly 
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improved, her position as a black woman still does not render her the same advantages as a 
white woman would have. 
Finally, the recent Gothic horror film The Witch, directed by Robert Eggers, 
demonstrates a broader approach to the use of Puritan New England as a setting. Both the 
cinematography and the score of the film emphasise the centrality of the woods Eggers 
envisioned in his screenplay. In The Witch, Eggers does not focus on one specific socio-
political question but, as McGill has pointed out, the film question of evil that might reside in 
individuals, the entire social structures or humanity as a whole (409). However, there are clear 
elements that link the film’s central issues to contemporary times. Thomasin’s lack of agency 
within her society and family mirror gender issues of today but also the fact that there are still 
orthodox religious groups in which girls are in a similar position to Thomasin. Furthermore, 
the struggle to cope with the loss of a family member and the tendency to scapegoat someone 
in order to deal with this loss remains a universal theme. Finally, humanity’s relationship with 
nature today has changed significantly from the Puritans, as it is no longer generally believed 
that supernatural and witches reside there. However, William’s remark that he wants to 
conquer nature exhibits an antagonistic attitude towards nature that still can be traced back to 
humanity’s attitude today, for example in the increased urbanisation and industrialisation 
during the last century. 
To summarise, a Gothic setting in seventeenth-century Puritan New England 
combined with the centrality of the woods in the narrative is what decisively links each of the 
texts together. The woods were part of the everyday life of Puritans. It was space outside their 
Puritan laws where everything they feared could roam free: the supernatural, witchcraft, and 
sin. But because it was a lawless place that many feared, the woods also provided a sense of 
agency to those living in the margins of society. Here, they could act freely without having to 
fear authority figures or the scapegoating they might face in their society. In each of the texts, 
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the events that occur within the woods, as well as the associations with this space, are 
inherently linked with both the seventeenth-century Puritan society. The woods are therefore 
a fruitful central setting in an allegorical text which critically explores the socio-political 
position of marginalised groups of people in contemporary society.
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